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Chapter 1: Tania
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FAR ABOVE ME, THE MOON sings in the night, allowing darkness to cover the Earth as the coven gathers together, our footsteps clattering against the stone pavilion. They link their arms into an unbreakable mass, and I hide my hands to quell the shaking as I prepare to say goodbye. This is my sentencing, this is my fault, and this could be my final hour.

Miles behind me is the city, refineries still lighting the air with their burning towers, homes and businesses obscured in the darkness beyond them. Somewhere among them is my sister, safe. That's the only thing that matters now.

“Tania Juliette Tempest, you stand accused of associating with a Death Coven, nearly losing the life of your charge, and hiding the girl from this gathering. How do you plead?”

I don't know where the voice comes from, it seems to echo from beneath the shadows of every darkened face that stares me down. My aunts, my neighbors, my mother even. Each one prepared to strike me down for the sin of being weak. Screw them.

Raising my chin to the moon, I close my eyes, and spit out my words, “Unabashedly guilty.”

Shrieks and growls fill the air as the elders’ wilder familiars protest my obscene refusal to kneel in apology. They demand my humiliation and groveling, scream for my retribution, and step in closer, closing the circle around me to nothing more than a space where I can feel the heat off their bodies and saliva from their words. My heart pounds at the uproar, and deep within my pockets, my hands quiver and grow cold. Anger will keep me upright, but my fear will keep me still.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2: Tania
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WIDE EYES STARE DOWN at me, disapproval etched in every facet of her face and posture. The room is large enough to be called a suite, but like any hotel, it isn't truly comfortable. My feet shift on their own accord, and I can feel the muscles in my hands locking in place as I wrap my fists around my seat.

“The punishment is clear enough. You can keep your name, your trailer, and the mirror, but that is it. I don't want you to expect any money, favors, or even a single word from me. The coven is done with you, and stars help me, so is your sister.”

I expect the words to sting, but after twenty years of cold attention and formal hugs, the harshness is familiar. So, I take it like any other passing criticism-  with a blank face and silent mouth.

“We will find her, wherever you stashed her, and she'll have to face her own jury, so whatever your game is, you should give it up now.”

Heat rises through my chest, and my lungs expand in my attempt not to scream. “I couldn't give her to you if I wanted to, but whatever you think this is, it isn't a game. It's never been a game. Not when we were little and you told us not to bother you unless we set something on fire, not when you took up those arcane meetings and left us alone every night, and not when you wrote her off and decided I needed to clean up the mess.”

Heat attracts fire, and wild, dark eyes dance in my face as my mother rears back. “Little girls should learn to care for themselves, it's not my fault you were too weak to carry that burden. Maybe if you'd learn to control that temper of yours, your sister wouldn't be half dead and hiding from the family that loves her!”

It's just too much, all of it. I've nearly killed myself over the past week first hiding Sasha, and now trying to find her before I'm shoved out, but it's clear that I won't find help here. So I do the only thing left to do.

Standing, I grab my bag, and stare her in the eye. My voice wavers through the pain, but still I manage to choke out my words. “You've never loved Sasha, or me.”

The force of her slap doesn't register until I'm halfway to the parking lot, but the red handprint shines like a beacon against every side mirror and window that I pass. It's not until I can collapse in the safety of my RV, that finally let myself cry. 

I cry for my broken family, I cry for the loss of them. I cry for my disgrace, but most of all, I cry for the sister I can't find. And finally, I cry because the only thing I have left to resort to, the only thing that can help me find her, is a reminder of all of those things.

I'm alone in the world with only my cat, and a heavy, silver mirror; its face a sparkling darkness that can swallow the world.
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Chapter 3: Tania
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THE WONDERFUL THING about crowds is they're deliciously easy to get lost in. I should welcome the heat that presses on me from all sides, and the pulsing flow of energy that conforms to my every move as people walk around me. But gratefulness has never been my strong suit.

Yellowed grass crunches beneath my feet, as the sun scorches the brush just as much as the people who flatten it. My fingertips dance along the counters of the booths I pass, twisting around the festival goers and grasping at the stray tendrils from the air that float off their auras.

My throat is parched with thirst and nerves, and a metallic taste remains on my tongue no matter how many desperate cups of water I consume. It's been six days since I lost Sasha, three days since I felt the presence of another witch, a good five hundred miles since I felt like I was in my own territory, and approximately eighteen hours since I passed the city limits marker heading into this hell hole. I'm still not sure if the homemade sign beside it was a joke or a law, but I'm trying to keep my head down just in case.

No witches allowed.

Yet here I am, and here I'll stay, damned until I can save Sasha. Damn the mirror for leading me here. Damn my mother for forcing my hand to scry.

With bitter annoyance and anxiety pulsing through me, I pick my way through crowded aisles, painfully aware that the flashiest booths are at the forefront. No doubt they were picked by the organizers as the obvious favorites without giving the others a chance. I know she's far away, I know an entirely different crowd of people was responsible for that choice, but it still makes me cringe. Mother always loved to give me the illusion of choices while neatly sending me straight down the path she wanted me to take; and these small aisles are hauntingly familiar in that regard. I've had enough of that manipulation to last a lifetime, and now that there's a deadline, I don't have time to play this game again.

Waves of canvas hats pass back and forth in front of my eyes, as the festival’s mundane activities distract both locals and tourists alike. My legs are sticky with sweat, and the humidity that inches about my body leaves a persistent discomfort that follows me from one canopy to the next. The longer I walk, the more irritation floods my veins like the heat that's barraging me from above, and emphasizes the stifling energy of each passing person.

Mortals, all mortals.

The only edge of magic I can sense are the unmoving slabs of power that echo off of the mages that are hiding somewhere on the other side of these counters. I want to pull at the energy the mortals are so casually letting off, swat them away, just to find one of those mages. I'd do almost anything to get back to some form of civilization with comfort, but harming mortals isn't on that list. 

With a sigh, I flick my fingers away from my body and watch as the energy dissipates back into the crowd causing small fumbles and head turns as it flows.

A woman stumbles, and her paper cup spills at my feet. It's my fault, though she assumes it's her own, and her face crumples in embarrassment, while I stare with stunned detachment. Her mouth is moving, but between the chatter of the crowd and my own distress, I can barely make out what she's saying. Probably apologies, or questions of some sort, and I really should respond.

But a few errant bees are converging at my feet, and it's so much simpler to watch their desperate search for the spilled liquid. In this heat though, it's already gone. Every drop of lemonade has dispersed into the arid ground, leaving only the faintest trace of sugar, and it seems that even the earth is starving for a reprieve. 

Concerned eyes watch me with trepidation, and I can't bring myself to care. The noise and heat are inescapable, but even worse is this feeling of being trapped in my own head. I'm standing in a place where the Earth itself is dying off, how am I supposed to find Sasha here? Why would she come to a place like this? Tremors of panic build inside my chest, threatening to escape, and I clamp my jaw tighter to keep the anguish in.

A jumble of movement jars me from myself and anchors me back to the world about me with dizzying speed. The blonde woman has wandered off to buy another drink, and I find myself in the midst of a family impatiently pushing their way around me. Elbows, shoulders, and hair whip about in the dry wind, and with disgruntled confusion, I push my own hair out of my face.

It's a small action, and nowhere near true telekinesis, but it does hurry the family on their way as the breeze picks up with a flick of my hand. That's another thing I love about crowds. So easy to manipulate people without their notice. Forcing a smirk, the closest to a smile as I can get, I press on, allowing the anxious knot in my stomach to drag my feet forward. through the crowd. 

A red balloon bobs about at shoulder level, and the small, freckled hand that tugs it along catches my eye. The young girl clinging to it twists her face around to stare at me, apparently aware of my gaze. Beyond her, the balloon bounces on, drawing static into the sun bleached hair that dances about her ruddy cheeks, and her fair brows pull down inquisitively. 

My breath catches in my throat, and I have to stop my hands from reaching out to hug her. She reminds me of Sasha, when Sasha still loved me. That feels like years ago now, but this isn't my sister, and I force myself to focus on the energy about me and keep looking. 

All families have their secrets and fights, and I'm betting that even includes the mortals in a tiny town like this.

“Come on, El. Let me help.” A single voice rises above the rest, and I jerk my head towards the words, caught by a familiar cadence in the sound. A vibration as faint as a hummingbird's wings pulls on my chest, but as I turn, I know I've never met these men.

There's two of them, lounging amongst glittering tables, and my panic slides away in a brief moment of surprise. Everything in their reach is metal, sleek or shining. The array varies from delicate jewelry adorned with gemstones and Celtic knots, to mailboxes and weathervanes proudly engraved with sigils and runes; each and every piece obviously and purposefully made with magic. I can't hold back a gasp as the hollow feeling in my stomach is replaced by a quick flutter of nerves and amazement. I may not have found my sister yet, but there's a certainty in my soul that tells me I've found someone who can.

“No! You're just going to laugh at me more!” 

El is clutching his temple and seems to be in pain, with a grimace etched across his face as he waves his partner away. 

The leaner of the two holds his hand up in a show of solemnity and angles himself just enough for me to see his face.

“I promise, I won't even smile. But come on, I need to take the stinger out or it's going to get worse.” His voice is rich, and good natured as he reaches towards the first.

They look like brothers, or maybe cousins, and as I stand in the shadows, with my heart pounding against my ribs, I find that I can't take my eyes off the one speaking.

He seems so stable. Rooted. His feet actually appear to be planted below the top layer of soil, and as he leans against one of the tables and stretches out his arms, his silhouette resembles a tree twisting its branches to the sky. Dark hair falls over his forehead, and he rubs his face free of sweat that is plaguing us all in this insufferable heat. Laughing again, I can see the slightest dimples appearing in his grin, then flashing away as though they never existed at all.

El shoves his shoulder lightly, “What happened to not laughing?” He demands, his forehead crumpled, no longer in pain but rather annoyance.

His partner tilts his jaw up and shrugs, “There's a possibility I was lying.”

Flexing his arm out in front of him, he twists his wrist with a purposeful movement, and I fixate on the band of ink that surrounds it. Glancing up the rest of his arm, it’s clear that the heavy sleeve of tattoos that run across his skin are magical symbols, and the buzzing in my ears grows louder.

“Man, get out of here Atlas! Just give me some space, okay?”

Brothers. Definitely brothers. The way El kicks half-heartedly at the other's leg is the familiarity only siblings possess. 

The one named Atlas starts sauntering off into the crowd, and without a second thought, I run after him. My neck is prickling with a chill that creeps up my spine, in spite of the sun, and my hands shake, desperate to catch up with this man.
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Chapter 4: Atlas
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“ALRIGHT, SO WHAT LEVEL are you?”

A slender pair of legs, clad in denim cutoffs, come into view over the top of my novel, and I glance up in mock surprise.

“Excuse me?” Bold of her to question me, as though I hadn't noticed being frantically followed away from my booth. I am surprised she let me order my coffee and sit though, before rushing up.

Her dark hair is pinned back by silver crescents, and sharp collar bones peek out from her loose tank top, as she holds herself in a slight, restless stance. Setting my book across my knee, I assess her carefully. Her expression is fierce and she's disturbingly desperate for something, but not necessarily dangerous. 

“Your level,” she repeats. “Come on, what are you?”

Dragging my gaze from each of her ink-free arms to the barest bits of her shoulders, I can assume she has no hidden tattoos, which tells me she's most likely not a mage. My mouth ambles its way to my cheekbones on its own accord, and without fully considering it, I lean closer towards her. “I'm not sure, witch, what would you say I am?”

It's a gamble, calling her out. If I'm wrong, I'm going to have to deal with a very offended woman who obviously has no trouble raising her voice or making demands. The other patrons in the cafe don't seem bothered by our exchange, but one of the baristas is already glancing at us nervously. Either our body language is uncomfortable, or they want us to clear out and make room for other customers.

“I'd say you're a very high class, if you can identify a witch within a few seconds, and made all the work that I saw in the booth back there. All your designs have a very Gaelic feel to them, add that to all of your tattoos, and you're a dead giveaway for a mage. But I am interested. If you really are so well versed, shouldn't you be working somewhere else besides a little festival?”

Her words come out like a flood, falling over themselves in one rushed exhale, as though she doesn't have time to speak. I ought to walk away now, maybe find someone else to talk to a little more... sane. In fact, I know I should alert the Council and let them figure out why a witch is here, but there's something about her gaze that holds me to my seat. She almost looks like she is hovering above the ground, as much tethered to it as I am, but floating just out of reach. 

Maybe it's sheer surprise, but somewhere between the demanding angle of her jaw and the raw questions in her stare, my heart begins to skip. I could walk away, I could lie. I should. 

Instead, my mouth opens to answer truthfully. “I'm a level six. And I can do what I want. I don't have to work the festivals, I like to work the festivals, this is my home and I happen to enjoy meeting the people that come through. Most of them. Your kind is usually the only exception to that.” 

Her demanding demeanor flickers as she takes a quick step backwards, and something close to fear flashes in her eyes.

“No offense,” I continue in a calmer voice. "But most of you fly through this place like there's not even a name on the map. Then the ones that do stay awhile, well by the time they're through, half the people in this town are either magicked into next year or heartbroken by someone who couldn't find it in themselves to stay more than a couple of months.”

“That's not my deal,” she responds shaking her head softly. Her voice soothes me with the cadence of a snake charmer. Does that mean she's a snake or she thinks I am?

Even though I know it's not an invitation to ask, I can't stop the words. “Why are you here then?” 

Her thin lips are painted in a deep red, so dark it appears to be black, and as she stretches them into a smirk against her glistening teeth, I'm reminded of blood. A shiver runs down the back of my neck, and I try to brush it away, hungry for her answer.

“I'm looking for someone. They're important, and in danger, and that's all you need to know. My scrying mirror told me I'd find them here, and I need to soon, but I haven't found any witches yet.” Shuffling her feet, she eyes me hopefully. “So I need your help. A level six mage has got to be helpful in tracking down other magic, especially one who is so protective of his home.”

It's startling how vividly she portrays darkness and life at once. No wonder the people of Salem feared her kind so greatly; that kind of strength is so raw and magnetic, it's alarming. Chaotic. At least with my spellwork every little bit is tied into the very Earth. It's ordered and strong in its roots. There's no risk of backfire or loss of control, the power flows through me and back into the Earth, and keeps me anchored. This woman threatens to combust, or soar into flight. 

The sensible side of my brain tells me to walk away right now, for all I know, she could be the death of me. But she's asking me for help, and I don't think I've ever been able to turn down anyone needing help. Even if I could, there's a pull to her that's making it hard to even imagine leaving her on her own. 

“I could help you, sure.” Mulling it over, I try to stall the inevitable. To get a grip on myself, and force myself to walk out the door without glancing back or asking her name. “But first I want to know how you keep all that energy bundled up without falling apart. I've never understood that about you witches, and to tell you the truth, it kind of scares the hell out of me.” 

“You're over six feet tall and a high class mage, but you're scared of a little kitchen witch?” Her laugh cuts through the air and vibrates against bracelets on her wrists, her energy literally lifting music into the air.

A sheaf of black hair falls over one of her combs and a flash of sparks flit across my eyes as she tosses her hand backwards in dismissal. My eyes widen in surprise, but I catch myself before my voice reveals my awe. “I don't think I've ever heard a stargazer refer to themselves as a kitchen witch before. Between your telescopes and mirrors, I thought you imagined yourselves invincible.” 

Raising my eyebrows, I keep on. “Look, I don't think you're going to find your guy here. Trust me, if there was another one of you walking lightning bugs around here, we'd know. All those nomads couldn't help but let magic shoot out every now and then, and it was hell every time for us to get everything sorted out again.”

“My mirror never lies. And you must have only met backwater covens, because I can assure you, witchcraft can be just as precise as your scribblings. In fact, I'm willing to bet it's even more so. There's so many little nuances to runes and sigils,” she snaps back, wiggling a finger disdainfully at my tattoos.

Her eyebrows are drawn down again and she's even more agitated than before; most likely angry to not have her divination instantly come true. Closing my book and standing up, I brush my hands off and stretch.

“Tell you what,” I drawl, trying to play it cool. “If I help you find this person, you'll clear out and we won't ever have to worry about any spells gone wrong. Deal?”

She's amusing, but dangerous. I need to steer her as far away as I can. There's no telling what havoc she could wreak if she decides to settle in.

“Deal.” She agrees, a swift handshake bringing in what feels to be the end of my world. I don't know what I've just gotten myself into, but the earth sliding beneath my feet warns me that I may have just changed the course of nature itself.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5: Atlas
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PEOPLE AROUND ME PRESS closer together as they lean away from my form and allow me to pass easily, and I'm grateful for the extra space as I try to keep my eye on the witch. She’s sliding so gracefully through the crowd it's as though she's made of water. The mortals hardly even notice her, though the ones that do stop and stare.

Her hair contrasts sharply against the pale silver of the moons she wears, and although she is dressed like the rest of the people at the festival, it's obvious she's not a local. Her movements are too precise and determined to be someone relaxing on her day off, but the natives usually move with more familiarity to their surroundings. This woman treats every passing figure as though they're an obstacle instead of a friend.

To my surprise, she leads me back to my own booth. Upon reaching it, she plops herself onto an empty table and turns her face upwards to look at me, eyebrows raised in expectation. I'm not the only one flummoxed; Elliot has the other table folded and our sign in hand, but instead of making his way to the car, he drops both. I nod in greeting and scratch the back of my neck awkwardly.

“Well it seems as though we have a slight guest in town, Miss, uh, Miss uhm...” I falter, realizing I never even caught the woman's name.

“Tania,” she grins, black lips highlighting the energy that vibrates through the air even as she speaks. Obvious relaxation flows from her now that I've agreed to help her, and the intoxicating mood draws a nervous smile from my lips.

“Yeah. Miss Tania here is a visiting witch. Some mirror of hers told her there's someone here for her to meet. Have you seen any other witches passing through here today?”

Elliot's face pinches in apprehension and I can see he's feeling just as cautious as I was about the idea of a powerhouse walking through our home.

“No. I can't say I have. This is an earthquake zone, everyone knows witchcraft tends to set off quakes. Most folks around here are either mages or mortals.” His face is calm, but his choice of words are clear. You're dangerous here, he's warning her. You don't belong here. 

“I realize that,” She sighs, shoulders curving inwards as she twists her wrists around to lean on her palms. “I didn't come to cause anyone any problems. It's just that I'm supposed to find and save somebody I love, and if this is my only chance, I've got to take it. Your brother already gave me a lecture, but really, I'm just here to find them and move on.” 

Elliot turns his head past her and stares at me, eyes widened in disbelief and impatience. The urge to shrug is overwhelming, but nonchalance is not going to help me right now.

“So what?” He demands, leaning towards her, his broad figure blocking the sun from entering the booth. “You want us to what? Drop our lives to help you find your little friend? I'm sorry Miss, you seem kind enough, and usually I like helping tourists, but the last of your kind we had around caused a sinkhole in the middle of the town square. I don't mind you as a person, but the land here doesn't care for your powers.”

“Not you,” she hisses, drawing herself to her full height and swinging her legs down to drop herself onto the ground again.  “You are a lower classed mage with nothing more than a small amount of magic and a large helping of arrogance.”

“Whoa! Hold on there,” I interrupt, starting over to her, my defenses high as her anger flares.

She ignores me, and continues her rebuttal. “I come from the earth as well, it's not my power that causes the trouble, it's the animosity your brittleness pushes into our spells. We draw from the world around us. Show us fear and anger, and even a small ritual will cause chaos and discord. That's not on me,” Tania enunciates clearly, her body tense in agitation as she circles him. “That's on you. You don't want trouble?" Eyebrows raised and lips twisted in a sneer, she holds a finger up to his face. "Then don't will it into existence.”

Elliot's fists are shaking in bitter humiliation. I was wary of her in the coffee shop earlier, but out here watching them interact I find my heart racing in terror. There's a reason magic holders don't usually mix and this is it right here. Sidestepping between the two of them, I face my brother head on and block Tania from his view.

“Ground yourself. Now.” I command tersely. If he doesn't shut down his anger and channel some energy back into the Earth, he's likely to collapse our canopy, or open his own mini sinkhole beneath Tania's feet. Stepping closer to him, I lean forward and whisper so that she can't hear.

“Calm down and use your manners. She's just one woman passing through. Not a whole damn coven looking for a home, and she knows the risks. I will handle it. Okay? I'll handle her. She'll be gone by tomorrow, promise.”

His nostrils are flaring in retaliation, but he knows I'm right and stalks off without another word. 

Tania and I made a deal, that much is true; but why I'm sticking my neck so far out, I can't say. Everything I learned in academy told me never to lower my guard around a witch, but here I am, literally exposing my back to one of them.

“I'm sorry,” she offers, her voice smaller than I've heard it yet. “I figured you may want to talk at your own booth before setting out, maybe make an excuse for your brother. I didn't realize my being here was such a big deal, or that he'd react so strongly. I didn't know I'd let myself fly off the handle like that either. I'm sorry.”

For the first time, I notice her eyes are light grey, and I'm stunned by the amount of remorse behind them. Clearing my throat, I glance away, unnerved by the vulnerability in her face. It's time to settle this, even half an hour of conversation was too long.

Running my hand down my right forearm I trace a row of Celtic knots that line my wrist and check my own line of magic. I rooted myself firmly into the town itself when I was younger, and though I can feel some of my aura gravitating towards her, it's not forced. Directing more of my energy into the dirt, I explore my roots and double check the vibrations at the town fault lines. They're jagged and off balance, sure, but not dangerous.

The back of my neck chills slightly and I'm reminded of why I need to get her out of here. Her presence is bad for the town, but Elliot's reaction makes me feel like the town may be bad for her as well. 

She continues on, still troubled. “Why aren't there any flowers out here? It's summer, for crying out loud! There should be sunflowers, or at least thistles. Something. This is worse than summer anywhere else I've lived- and I spent the last three years in Texas, so that's saying something!”

Heaving a deep breath into my chest, I try to ignore her to concentrate on the rock beneath my feet, calling to mind the runes we have inscribed in each of the roads. Each one glows a dull yellow, and represents the energy of mages and mortals alike. Reaching out as far as I can, it's painfully obvious what I already know. The only bright spot indicating witchcraft is right in front of me.

Tania is vivid and determined, and so set on finding this non-existent witch, that I know she won't believe me even as I open my mouth.

“There are no witches here.”
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“NO. THERE'S GOT TO be, there's going to be, I can't leave without...” Tania's eyes are desperate as she falls back, her voice sharp with distress.

“Hey, hey, it's okay." Tentatively reaching over, I pat her shoulder, as though that could turn off the tears that are gathering in the corner of her eyes. "Um, maybe they're not here right now, but I'm sure your guy will show up. Look, we've got the roads marked, and I can keep checking them for witchcraft. I'll help you find whoever it is you're searching for.”

The anguish on her face is so potent, there's no question that she loves this person more than herself. She's practically unraveling where she stands. It's difficult to meet her eyes, and although my hand is still resting on her shoulder, my feet shuffle with the urge to back up.

“But how do you know so quickly? Just like that?” She snaps her fingers in agitation, switching rapidly from fear to anger in her panic. There's no other word for it, the woman is panicking... and I'm standing here like a dunce, patting her arm.

“There's at least a few hundred, or thousand, or whatever people here, even if it is a small town. How can you be so sure?” She reiterates. Ah, here's that disbelief I knew was coming.

I press my lips together and switch my weight to the other leg, debating the best way to explain. “The way the town is set up, anyone above a level five can scan the roads for... bright spots basically. Generalized auras where magic is present. It's not completely precise, but it can show the difference between mage work and witchcraft.”

Tania's face is a horrid shade of gray, and I falter. “Are you okay? Do you need help?”

“Can you see me?” She demands, her dark lips slurring the words together in a frantic plea. “My magic, I mean. Can you see me? Can anyone else see me?”

“Oh.” Glancing around, I think back to earlier today. Did I sense her energy before she introduced herself?

“No. I mean, yes, I can see you now, but I couldn't before.”

“Great, perfect, that means it's not too late!” Her voice and eyes are manic, and I can't help but take a step backwards, watching the crazed movements she's carrying herself with.

“What the hell are you talking about?” The less sense she makes, the more I'm regretting agreeing to help her.

“I can cloak myself to a certain degree, and so can the person I'm looking for! If you were only able to catch sight of my magic just now, then you can't know for certain that there aren't any other witches.” 

Muttering more to herself than to me, she continues, “As long as I stay low, we can still make it out of here.”

My spine is pressed by the weight of careful attention, and I glance over my shoulder. The crowd moves lazily, but I don't see any eyes on me, despite the discomfort. Weird. I could have sworn someone was watching me.

Forcing my gaze forward, I angle around to meet Tania's troubled face. “If I'm helping you, you need to level with me. Are you running from something?”

“We are. And I only have until the new moon to fix things. I told you I have a scrying mirror, but every time I scry, it locks me into a set path... a prophecy. I've tried to ignore them before, and you just can't, they become catastrophic. I need to get out of here by the new moon.”

Running from fate is a far less tangible enemy than I was expecting, but... “Why the hell would you use an object you know is going to potentially curse you?”

Solemn eyes stare at me in the falling shadows, as the afternoon swiftly fades away around us. “When the answer you need is worth the risk. Isn't there anyone you love enough to put your life on the line for?”

I want to answer, and I don't. Luckily I don't need to, with the way she's nodding her head at me, Tania's already got my measure. 

As the silence grows between us, so does the tickling feeling at my neck, as though someone is peering over my shoulder. I clench my jaw in an effort to keep my feet still, but it's no use.

"Come on," I suggest, walking towards the parking lot. "We ought to grab some food. If I can't use magic to find them, I'm going to need more information about this person of yours. A facial description at the very least, and the darker it gets, the harder it will be to see anyone.”

As I navigate my car around the trees that border all of Hildrun's main roads, I consider Tania's timeline. If it's true, she has until the new moon to work things out, she could be around for almost a month... far longer than the twenty four hours I'd promised Elliot. I tighten my grip on the wheel and worry about his reaction to that.

The Council will make it a point to get involved. Maybe interrogate her. Passing through is no problem, but the new moon is a couple of weeks away, that's quite a while for her to plan on staying.

“So coming to Hildrun, and having until the new moon, what's that all about? Your mirror just gives you a location and date... or how does that work?” I ask, working to keep my tone casual.

“What does it matter? You can't do magic my way and I can't do it your way. My schedule is my own. Speaking of which, it's getting late, where's this restaurant you were talking about?”  

Okay, so her demanding nature doesn't just pertain to needing help, but apparently food as well. What a fun situation I was stupid enough to agree to. 

My headlights flicker as she speaks, and the tension between is becoming more than just annoying. Magic is often chaotic, and the less grounded a person is, the more dangerous it becomes. Tania is obviously in an emotional state, and though I doubt she'd intentionally cause us to wreck, picking the closest restaurant might be best.

“Right here. Why don't you grab us a table, and I'll go park? It might take me a minute to find a spot.”

She nods and hops out, swinging her large purse over her shoulder and stepping quickly to the door. I watch her wiry frame enter the lobby, then pull away from the curb, scanning the crowded lot.

Circling my car around the building a few times, I'm able to snag a close parking space, and smile a little smugly at the accomplishment. At least one thing's going right for me tonight, patience pays off.

Unfortunately for me, I was paying more attention to the cars than the people, and a whole group from the Council is approaching the vehicle next to me. Of course, I was wrong.

Stifling a groan, I slide my keys into my pocket and rub at my jaw, wondering if I have time to duck around to the other side before they see me.

“Atlas! There you are! You know, I have been trying to get a hold of you for a few weeks. That brother of yours says you've been spending a lot of time in the workshop lately. Is that right?”

The loud voice reaches me before the dim street light illuminates the portly gentleman it's coming from. Round is what I see at least, so I'm assuming it's Abel Engelbert. Round face, round torso, and curiously rounded designs that are always embroidered into his clothes.

I grimace and take his hand briefly. “Yes sir, that is correct. We've had a few custom pieces lately and Elliot is better with the customers anyway, so someone had to manage the workshop.”

A round of laughter courses through the group and Abel claps me on the back, “Well that's probably best anyway. Leave the metal working to the professionals.”

A twinge of annoyance crosses me, and I struggle to keep my voice neutral. This man is so pompous and disrespectful I can hardly bear it. Their snide little side comments about Elliot are so common at this point, they don't even bother to hide them anymore. Sometimes I suspect they gave him a lower class not because of his ability, but because he didn't get along with their instructors.

“Well anyway, son, I've been meaning to talk to you about that store of your's. It's got to be a bit to handle since your father passed-”

“I'm sorry sir, I'm aware of the council's interest in it, but my family is still grieving and we aren't ready to talk about what we're going to do with it yet.”

“Oh, well then,” he stumbles, unaccustomed to being cut off or denied. 

A taller man steps forward, his rank obviously higher than the cautious individuals that hang back behind the lampost. Deep shadows hollow out the space beneath his cheek bones, lending him a skeletal appearance, and I recognize the sleeve of ink that covers his right arm. Wide lips curl upward to offer an arbitrary smile, but his eyes remain unchanged by the movement.

“Of course. We are so sorry to intrude on your grief. It's just that it is of considerable interest and your father never had the time to fully sit and talk with us about it. It seems like our taking it over could be a nice... memorial to him.”

Mr. Bowens, always so polite, but so cold. The council's purpose is order, protection, and education; but their practical presence is also a nuisance. The whole lot of them seems to be teeming with snakes; benevolent when they wish to be, but unrelenting when it comes to things they want. Like my father's shop. That they've been asking about since an hour or so after we buried him. So much for a proper send off.

“Yes. Well, like I said, my family and I are still grieving. Maybe after some pain subsides we can get back to you. But right now, if you'll excuse me,” I motion to the restaurant, and use my arm as a guide to awkwardly move past them.

“Oh yes, were you meeting someone?” Engelbert raises his eyebrows and his wide eyes remind me of an owl observing a small mammal. Not sure if they saw Tania enter, I feign sheepishness and scratch the back of my neck.

“Oh you know, just someone I met at the festival today. She came by my booth and mentioned she was passing through, so I figured I should show her some of Hildrun's best food.”

Engelbert takes the bait and smiles good-naturedly. “Ah, a mortal! Well, I guess we won't keep you. But remember Mr. Riordan, there are plenty of mages around I'm sure wouldn't mind a date as well.”

“Oh of course, sir. It's just dinner. But, uh, I really should get in there.”

Without glancing back, I rush to the door and catch Tania's elbow just as she's following the hostess to a table. Her face flashes in surprise at my touch, but softens in recognition after a moment, as she moves to the side so that we can walk at an even pace.
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Chapter 7: Atlas
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WARM, DARK LIGHTING and cool bricks softly offset the pungent aroma of basil and bread. Pulling a chair out for Tania, I skirt around to the back of the table and ease myself into a seat. The line near the door is visible from here, and a harried hostess swings her head back and forth from the crowd at her podium to the filled tables behind her. 

“You know for such a small town, your restaurants seem to have no elbow room,” Tania sulks, deep purple nails tapping against her menu in agitation. 

The lights overhead flicker for a second and a cold breeze shoots through the restaurant. Glancing at the door I see it's still closed and the sky is clearing, allowing the stars to peek through the glass. 

“I'm assuming that was you,” I venture cautiously.

“I get you're not so thrilled right now,” I continue,“But maybe announcing your arrival isn't the best thing. Elliot's take on you is likely to be a popular one, I'm sorry to say.”

My stomach is twisting and I feel like I can't catch my breath. I should be relaxed, but I still feel like someone is at my back.

“Okay, see that's something I don't understand. What happened to this town? I've met mages before, tons of mages before and although they've all been somewhat private, nobody's been so hostile before. Is there something wrong with me specifically?”

She leans forward and pushes her hair back behind her silver studded ears, waiting on my response. Her grey eyes are wide with curiosity and her face seems so open, I can't believe my nerves are the result of anything she's done. Sipping some water to try and alleviate the dryness in my throat, I scan the room again and respond.

“You already know the geography, but besides that, like we told you before... every witch that's come through has left some sort of destruction or heartbreak.”

She raises an eyebrow at me and cocks her head to the side. “Every witch? Every single one?”

I shrug uncomfortably and carry on, my face feels flushed but I swear the air is growing colder.

“Yes ma'am, every single one. I mean the last one? Selma, she was a drastic one. Shrewd from the moment she showed up. There were a few disagreements, a few cursed businesses back and forth, and by the time it came to an all out confrontation, she landed us with a sinkhole in the middle of the street- seven feet wide. Didn't even bother helping the mortals that got stuck in it before she flew off. Before that was a girl named Mary who tore apart a pretty high profile engagement and then left the groom flat, although in my opinion, that was more his fault than anyone else's.” 

Counting on my fingers I think back to each one I'd met.

“Gabriel meant well but he set off a minor quake after the bank denied a home loan he was after;  Willow was bothered by a drought and caused a flood; three different women fell in love with Flint, and he was barely here for a month- they were brokenhearted for the longest time; and Thea caught a whole neighborhood block on fire. I was a kid when she was in town though, so forgive me the details.” 

Sitting back I trace the edge of my fingernail, and eye Tania's face for a response. Her eyebrows are drawn close, and her mouth is pursed together, lower lip sticking out slightly.

The air is still cool, but no longer icy and the knot in my stomach has lessened. I'm positive someone has spell work at play, but Tania's feels like a protective layer. 

Tapping my fingers against the deck of cards in my jeans, I scan the room mentally. No one person's aura stands out, and the energy nearby is pretty neutral as well, so it doesn't seem like the threat is coming from anybody in the restaurant. Still, something ominous is lurking.

“You feel it too, don't you?”

Tania's words curl across the table, delicate and vibrant as autumn leaves. I hate that she's the one still expecting all the answers when I don't even know if I need to rush her out of town before disaster strikes, or be on guard for yet another witch to throw off the town's balance. 

She continues talking without giving me a chance to respond, her tone carrying an edge of frustration. “It isn't me. Or another witch. You were right about that... I really wish you weren't, but I haven't seen any signs of another witch around here.”

Small words lift from the tables around us, but the overall hum of conversation is so loud I can't make out any meaning. It's so loud in fact that I find myself almost craning over my salad just to make out what Tania is saying.

She's pulling things out of her bag and starts singing softly to herself. The song sounds like some sort of lullaby, but I don't know the language, and that in itself is surprising. In her hands are two carved stones, one a white crystal pendant, the other a miniscule cat carved out of hematite. 

Okay, yes, usually mortals either don't notice, or don't believe magic is real when they see it practiced... but most of us also don't just pull out tools and start working it in front of them either. Clearing my throat, I scoot my chair around closer, hoping to hide her from view.

Sliding her salad to the side, she continues to sing under her breath and places the cat immediately in front of her body, and then quickly twists the crystal, causing it to spin in circles like a child's top. I should say something, stop her. Why do my words keep halting in my throat?

She shields her tools with her hands, hiding them from the other tables, but even so, she's glowing. Literally glowing. Her skin reminds me of the moon, pale and bright, and her hair is rising up from her shoulders and face, with small blue sparks dancing between the strands. As her pendant spins it changes from a cloudy white color to a deep violet. Everywhere the point touches the tablecloth is gold, drawing lines outward like the rings of a tree.

I can't remember watching any of the other witches working their magic, but this is incredible. My objections fall away as awe and longing wash over me. All my reservations about her seem to simply float away, and a tiny part of my brain wonders why, but I just don't care.

Sweeping my bowl to the side, I pull my cards out of my pocket and start shuffling, wanting to help. Her energy is irresistible, and whatever she’s searching for, I feel the need to search for it as well. The thick cardstock hits my palms with familiarity, each one emblazoned with a different language and symbol. As the cards move more fluidly, the tattoos that run across my body are beginning to warm as I feel the magic from the earth rising up to meet my hand.

“Stop!” Tania gasps, her pendant turning black and falling suddenly.

Letting go of my cards I realize her hair is falling back down and there's a terrified expression on her face, just as an agonizing fire blazes through each of my tattoos. Pain overcomes me as I realize the Earth is betraying me.

My eyes water while my throat clenches in an effort not to scream. My arms, ribs, and legs are all throbbing as though someone is pouring boiling water on me. The world is turning black before my eyes and I feel complete panic consume me as I open my mouth to speak, but fall over, vaguely aware of more pain as I hit what must be the floor.

“Atlas? Atlas!” Tania's voice is floating through my head in waves of static, more feeling than sound. I groan against the pain. Why do her words cut through the air? Everything she says is dripping in energy- bells, music, and now this fuzzy, tinny noise. My body is sore, and my head is heavy, even lifting my eyelids is a struggle.
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Chapter 8: Tania
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THROWING MYSELF ON the floor, I cradle Atlas' head in my hands, his thick hair thankfully free of blood. There's a steady dripping off wine rolling off the table and onto my legs, and the frantic fear rolling about my chest reminds me of the last time I held someone like this.

Focus, Tania. Focus!

I can't afford to get lost in memories, or draw more of a crowd. The lights shut off when the magic got away from us, and people are rushing out the door in panic, spurred on from a day of heavy drinking and the sound of fireworks outside, mistaking the noise for gunfire. Thank God for that timing.

“Why does everything hurt? What the hell just happened?” He slurs, his hands trembling in pain.

I choke back a sob and try to pull him to his feet, his weight barely shifting in my efforts. “Your cards started scorching, and your tattoos...”

I don't know what to say, I could have sworn his tattoos were being branded from the inside out, as though molten lava were flowing through the ink. His skin was burning red hot, glowing against the dark like embers in a hearth. My heart is wrenching its way through my rib cage, fighting against the pain of my terror. I frantically run my hands up and down his broad arms, searching for a remnant of that heat, proof of the internal fire that consumed him.

He's feverish, but there's no burning. Am I insane? There's no way I imagined that, especially not when what he was doing was so stupid.

Atlas stumbles against the table, allowing more wine to spill over and around the plates, and I sweep his cards, my pendant, and the cat into my purse with a brush of a napkin. Steering him out the side door, we slip past the crowd and into the parking lot, both of us shaking in heavy night air.

“What were you thinking, jumping into my spell,” I hiss. Better a hiss than a sob. “Don't you know not to mix magics? You could have been killed!”

Fear makes way for anger, and I can't believe I didn't notice him pulling out those cards until they were smoking. Who should I be more angry with? Him, or me?

Atlas lags behind me, short of breath as he points off into the direction he must have parked. “Hang on, just give me a minute. I don't even have my keys out. Sorry, still a little tired. Did I actually pass out? Or did I just fall?”

My jaw drops, and for half a second I freeze. His heart paused for a second after he hit the ground, his pulse literally stopped. How is it possible he doesn't realize how close to death he still is?

“You complete fool! Give me those keys, I'm driving! It's a miracle you're still standing. We need to get you to my place while there's still time to fix you.”

Clicking the panic button on the fob, I practically drag him by his wrist, my throat nearly closing in nausea as I try to block out the risk he just took. The entire reason mages and witches usually stay apart is because mixing the different strains of magic is so explosive. I can't understand how he managed to become a Class Six and not know that; or know that and act so recklessly. 

Pushing him into the passenger seat, I speed to the edge of town, making my way back to the decrepit trailer park I'd left the RV. Half of me feels guilty for letting him get hurt, but the bigger part, and I hate how much bigger that part is, is terrified that with how hurt he is, he won't be much help finding Sasha.

I'm a terrible person with an impossible goal.

“This is insane. Bossing me around, telling me I don't know my town,” Atlas mumbles disorientedly beside me, no doubt unaware I can hear his slurred whispers. “I don't know you, you know. You could be a dark witch for all I know, but here I am. Why does everything hurt?”

Oh. Maybe he does realize I can hear him. He's just really out of it. 

“You stepped into my spell. It made the energy rebound, knocking out the lights, and nearly lit you on fire. There's probably still tainted energy shifting around somewhere in there, so we're going back to my place for a little detox. I'm going to take care of you.”

Atlas groans in response, and slumps down lower in the seat, his head drooping when I pull around the bend. Pulling into the trailer park, the unsettling combination of gnats milling around lamp poles and concrete littered in cigarette butts has me wrinkling my nose. I don't like the idea of doing a cleansing ritual here, but with how sick Atlas looks, I don't have a choice.

I fumble around to the front of his car, trying to gently guide him to his feet, but it's no use. At somewhere over six feet tall, he’s just too much for me to support. I begin to fall to the ground, and then miraculously, he's the one catching me, his face turning grey from the effort.

“Sorry,” he whispers, moving to stand us both upright.

I can feel eyes on us like vultures, waiting for me to show weakness, to reveal that I can't save this man. My jaw hardens into place, and I shake my head fiercely. “No, you're good. You're going to be fine.”

The flimsy door falls open at my touch, as my temporary home is more guarded by spells than the actual walls. That's okay though, I'm not afraid of mortal thieves... and anyone else after me won't be deterred by an errant door or lock.

I leave Atlas slouched on the sofa, as I fly across the narrow space to my potion cabinet. My hands slide past every day tinctures and sprays, to a small wooden box inlaid with quartz of every color.

“Stop it, it's just my sneakers,” Atlas is muttering- no, complaining out loud. He's noticeably grouchy while in pain, but those complaints let me know he's not as bad off as I'd thought. As he should be. My hands shake as I run back to him, ignoring the rattling of the box as its contents protest my poor nerves.

Elara is pulling at his laces, wondering what this stranger is doing in our living room. At her insistent yowling, he covers his ears, “Oh come on, I know I'm a mage and you don't like me! You don't have to make my headache worse.”

“Hush, Elara,” I scold, while wringing out a washcloth. “He doesn't speak Familiar.”

Sprinkling each corner with a different oil, I toss the cloth at Atlas, and move to grab a bucket.

“Put that on the back of your neck,” I explain when he holds the thing away from his face in exhausted bewilderment. Damn, he looks bad. His olive skin is now a nasty grey, and his eyes waver in an out of focus.

“It will help the chills," I encourage him, as gently as I can make my voice.

Textbook first aid for my coven, always treat the symptoms first so that you can have cooperation fixing the cause. 

I pour a spoonful of tarry liquid into a spoon and reluctantly hand it to him. I hate this part. Every single time I've watched a spell gone wrong, I hate, hate, hate this part.

“Drink up,” I beam at him falsely, and then promptly shove the bucket beneath his chin, resigned to the acrid smell of bile and sounds of heaving I hate to inflict.

You can't cleanse without a detox.

“What the hell?!” Anger seeps through his words as an accusation springs readily behind the question.

“If I left the tainted energy to fester in your body, you would have died by natural poisoning by dawn. Don't you know any of this? We had to get it out.”

I turn away, holding the vomit away from my body as I run it back to the bathroom, eager to get rid of the entire bucket if need be.

“We don't, different types of magic, that's not... we've never had that problem here. I told you, witches just don't stick around.”

This stops me cold, my hands frozen despite the scalding water pouring over them in the sink.

“Never? You've never even heard of magic mixing?”

It's as though someone has hit a pause button in my brain, and my thoughts can't move forward. I just don't understand.

He stands unsteadily, ducking his head to avoid one of the dozen planters swinging from my ceiling. 

“No,” he croaks, taking another step towards me, his strength obviously returning despite the irritation of his vocal chords. 

There's no way a mage of his age and knowledge base could possibly be so ignorant, unless that sign I saw is more enforced than I could possibly imagine. Sasha was already weak last time I saw her... her magic strained between here and the Shadow World. If I can't find her physically, there's no way I can pull her out of there, and if this town spits out witches, then what chance do we have?

Atlas reaches past me to turn off the faucet, no doubt questioning my sanity. But I can't give him any explanations without leaving myself vulnerable. I am, without a doubt more vulnerable than I've ever been, more so than when I was standing in the center of that pavilion. Sasha can't afford me to weaken anymore.

I still haven't moved, nor can I hear any of the questions he's asking me, but as he takes my hands in his and begins to dry them for me, my soul shudders as though it's at the brink of shattering.

“Sage. We need sage.” 

I pull away, ignoring the heat that radiates off of Atlas while he follows me around weakly. Ignoring Elara who dances beneath our feet in a frenzy. And struggling to ignore the chill that's settling in my bones, knowing I'm far colder than anyone should be in the middle of the summer.

As soon as I get the interior of the RV properly smudged, I hand Atlas my broom and ask him to go sweep around outside as well. I know he's still weak, but he's recovering remarkably well, and the cleansing will work better if he participates in at least part of it. 

We may not be able to mix our magic types, but as long as we're careful, a simple cooperation of energies like this should be allowable. If not, well I'm sure I'll be the one to have to pay the price anyway; nature always demands that balance be paid. 

We never ate dinner. That's something I should fix, I all but cornered the poor guy, and then he got hurt. He talked about insanity earlier... maybe I am insane. But I'd rather be insane than lose my sister for eternity, so if I am, so be it. I'll use my mania to find her and destroy that Death Coven too.

Elara jumps onto the counter, stopping me from setting chicken breasts into the pressure cooker.

“What?”

Oh. I was about to put them in the violet one, not the silver. Violet's only for potion making, a decision we agreed on after I accidentally cooked mugwort into the meatloaf. Probably not a mistake to make again.

I place the food in the correct instrument and go to wash my hands again, followed by ochre eyes and jet black fur that stand in my shadow at all times. Standing so close to the window, I can hear hushed tones as Atlas argues with someone on the phone. Both Elara and I lean forward, curious about my apprehensive ally.

“I'm telling you, she's not like Selma. I promise I’ll be fine, Nova will be, everyone will be fine!”

He's talking about me, leaning on the broom and scanning everywhere but the window behind him. I rest my forehead against the damp glass, straining for a better view.

“No it's not just about a pretty face, I'm telling you, she saved me. How did we not even know about that kind of magic? I don't think she's the problem.”

It must be his brother. Elara arches her back defensively, but there's nothing to defend. Despite all reasons to mistrust and hate me, Atlas is doing the unthinkable and defending me.

Me. Nobody's ever defended me before. 

I let the curtain swing down over the glass, then crack the window open just a bit. Perfect, now if he does look back he won't see us, but we can hear him better.

“I'm not under any spells here Elliot, I promise. But I'm not going to tell her to clear out without even letting her have time to get over her disappointment. You heard her earlier, she was so certain she was about to meet the love of her life, she sought me out for help, even knowing she was out of her territory. If she were a mage or a mortal, would you treat her that way? Would you treat any woman that way?”

Love of my life? Is that why he thinks I'm here? Oh, I did say someone I love. But what's with Elliot's automatic hate? I've met other mages before, worked with them, I've never known any to dislike me so quickly, or strongly.

Atlas raises his voice and retorts to whatever it is I'm missing. “A witch, yeah I know. And we're mages, and Nova is a mortal. Get over it. She'll be gone soon enough. We're all just human, and she seems to be pretty in control of herself.”

Well, that's an outright lie. I'm a damn mess. What's he getting at? 

“Well you know, if you're that concerned about her, maybe you shouldn't be making enemies with her now should you?” He pauses again, the sliding of gravel against his feet telling me he's walking further away.

“Will you cut that crap out! She's not a bad person. To tell you the whole truth, I messed up and stepped into her spellwork. She brought me here to untangle it and make me better. She actually went out of her way to help me, so will you stop acting so scared?”

Elara pounces forward to catch the curtain from waving in a slight breeze, and a small thrill crawls up my throat. It's a heady thing to be feared, a bittersweet pleasure that I can work to my advantage.

Elara yowls at me, noticing my smile at his words. 

“Oh stop it, I didn't say a damn word.” Her tail twitches at me disapprovingly. It's hard to feel judged by a cat, their faces are just so haughty to begin with, it doubles the impact.

“Damn it, Elara. I'm at a disadvantage here. Nobody's got my back except you, and no offense, but I'd like some backup with opposable thumbs.”

Her yellow eyes turn back to the curtain scornfully, and the twitching continues. 

Letting out a huff of irritation, I shove a bag of carrots into the microwave to steam. “He doesn't count,” I mutter at her. “I like him, and I'm surprised he's actually stuck by me this far, but come on. I can't expect him to risk his life for this mess. I just need his help tracking Sasha down.”

If I could only find her, I can manage the rest on my own. Resting my hand on the dented countertop, I stare aimlessly at photos that cover the heavy fridge door. Strawberry blonde hair floating about like a halo in poor lighting, crooked teeth and gorgeous smiles, limbs that are far too awkward to be called slender...

My chest is aching, physically tightening, and my jaw trembles against my clenched teeth. The Coven blames her for tainting our name, they blame me for not stopping her sooner. But it's not her fault. It was Robert's. He deserved what he got, but Sasha doesn't, I won't let her die for him. 

I'm shaking my head as the microwave goes off, forcing myself not to think about Sasha or her friends, when several things occur at once.

Slashing claws land in my hair, dropping me to the ground in pain and confusion as a flurry of fur pushes me to my knees. Gasping for air, I try to push Elara off my back, but a yowling fills the air with the ferocity of a wild cat, and the pain of a dying soul.

Panicking whimpers fall from my throat as I propel myself underneath the booth in the kitchenette, and begin to understand that Elara is not the one making the noise. 

By the time my back is against the wall, Elara slides down my chest into my arms, and both of us tremble as our breath floats in front of us in an unnatural mist.

Somewhere outside I can hear Atlas' voice challenging the shrieking that's crushing my eardrums and piercing through my chest in unrelenting waves. My heart shudders in a galloping pace, and the cold that creeps around us is numbing my legs.

We're under attack from something deadly... or undead. Panic convulses through me, and several moments pass, or maybe just a second, but I'm lost to a world that makes no sense. My brain can only focus on two things.

One: I'm scared shitless.

Two: I need to go help Atlas, he's still too weak to defend himself.

The moment I attempt to leave, Elara bites my hand and hisses in my face, fighting with my decision.

“Get out of the way, he needs me!”

She moves with the fluidity of darkness, tripping me multiple times in my haste to the door. Twenty pounds of fat, fur, and a fierce sense of what's good for me. A familiar is more than a pet, but her determination to keep me safe is going to kill somebody else.

“He needs me,” I sob, shoving her to the side and jumping out the door, ignoring the steps and the gravel and the noise.

He needs me. I need him.

The air struggles to contain me, as my body cuts through the space and hits the ground with jarring speed. Cradling my hand, I glance around, only to find Atlas perfectly upright and the treeline moving along with a non-existent breeze.

Warmth returns to me with a heavy hanging of humidity, and confusion holds me in place, gawking at the complete lack of danger. This is too abrupt a change, I don't understand, can't understand. For the second time this evening, I gawk at Atlas in stunned confusion.

Although pale and worn, he's fine. The only visible sign of struggle is the hair sticking up around his ears and some dirt and gravel still falling off of his jeans.

Turning to me, the light from the window casts harsh shadows on his face, emphasizing the twitching of his frown and the tension at his forehead.

“You had me believing the only thing you were running from was some sort of fucked up deadline. A prophecy, you said. So what the hell was that?” He's not yelling, but he might as well be. The rich, soothing tones he used to defend me on the phone are all but obliterated, nothing but low, harsh accusations remaining.

He knows I lied. 

But I can't tell him the truth, not yet. Not here, oh God, not here.

“I don't know,” I whimper, hating my voice for its weakness. I've always resented how high pitched and soft it is, even when I'm not holding back tears.“I don't know what it was, I thought it was going to hurt you. I came out to help, I'm so sorry, I don't know.”

The tears are fighting against the corners of my eyes, burning in the shame of all that I've become. Shaking my head, I back up to my steps, feeling Elara's pitying gaze upon me.

“You don't... you didn't have anything to do with that thing? You didn't bring it?” He's glancing around as he speaks, noting the movement of mortals struggling out of their trailers to find the source of the noise. A tall man seemingly doing the same is nothing exciting, so their attention passes over us quickly.

My mouth won't work. My lips are shut too tightly against one another, and my vocal chords are on strike with them. So I dumbly shake my head, and try to force them to ask him where the sound came from. What was the monster? What did it want? And the biggest question of all; how is he standing unscathed after so many brushes with death tonight?

Atlas hurries me inside, our roles quickly shifting as he steers me around by my shoulders, and I shiver against the fading chill in his hands. Locking us in, he turns around and stares silently at me for a moment.

My face is reddening, and I don't know what to do with myself. Common sense is telling me to back up. I don't know what to expect, being locked in an enclosed space with him. I know I'm the one who sought him out, but this alliance is quickly turning way too personal. I'm waiting for the usual alarms to start ringing in my head... but they're silent. In fact, my feet are drawing me closer to him despite myself.

“That thing was huge... like a mountain lion, but not," he mutters, frustration clear on his face. 

"Obviously it was something more, way more than that. Could be a shifter, maybe?" Turning sharply to me, he sighs and continues. "Look, I don't really understand why you're here, but I'm getting the idea we really need to discuss it, because I'm not so sure that thing is completely gone.”

Soft fur winds about my ankles, and I allow my shoulders to relax, sensing his trust in me is being restored. I ought to still be on guard for that creature, but I'll take one victory at a time, and with how quickly it disappeared... I'm not too worried at the moment.

“Okay,” I croak, grateful for the return of my voice. “We can do that. I made food, you know, since we never actually ate. Then... do you know where I else I can move? I'd rather not end up parked behind a store.”

His frown takes over his entire countenance as he mulls over my question. Then, “I've got a carport back behind my house. It should be big enough to hold this place without too much notice, we've got plenty of land out of the way- warded land. You'd be safer.” 

With the tips of his ears darkening into a dark rose color, he continues. “The only problem is, there's no hook ups for the thing. You'd have to leave the RV parked outside and stay with me. In the guest room, I mean. I've got a guest room you're welcome to.”

“I'm sure that will go over just swell with your brother,” I quip sarcastically.

“I don't live with my brother. Helping you is my choice, I can't do that if you get eaten by some sort of prehistoric beast.”

My heart thuds with trepidation that stems from the solemnity on Atlas' face, rather than the thought of a monster stalking me. I can't afford distractions right now, or to let anyone get close to me when The Coven can still decide to hunt me down if they don't get their way.  But something about his gaze tells me I could fall into his arms and cry if I needed to, and he'd embrace me as an old friend instead of a stranger. I could use a refuge like that.

Instead, I turn around and pull out our plates. “Well then, I better move in right after dinner.”
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Chapter 9: Atlas
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MY ENTIRE BODY IS ACHING as though I'm recovering from the flu, my brother is pissed at me, and some sort of demon cat just tried to eat me. But the crazed woman in front of me is so passionately desperate to save people, myself included... that I can't bring myself to walk away.

Her slender hands shake from the stress of the night, and the lush hair that falls over her shoulders is black enough to match the sky. There's a fragile strength about Tania that has me questioning who she is for more than practical matters. It's as though something within me has been waiting for her without ever knowing she was missing.

“I already told you what happened in the restaurant as far as the energy goes. I don't really know what else to say otherwise, it's not really my field of expertise. What I don't understand is what the hell happened to your cards,” she's muttering, her food all but forgotten.

“Yeah? Let me see. What are they covered in?” Even from a foot away, I can see that instead of the bright turquoise ink I'm used to, my cards are a dull grey.

“They're not. At least not anything I can get to come off of them.” Tania's voice is perplexed as she moves our plates over slightly so I have a better view of them. “I think they're burnt? Or smeared with ash? But nothing's rubbing off on the cloth, and I was too scared to touch them.”

I'm happy she hasn't laid a finger on them; the way the napkin is wrinkled up around them shows that she had been trying to examine them without any direct contact. Touching a mage's cards without permission or the proper cleansing can screw them up... and after what I managed earlier, just her picking one up would probably have turned them to dust.  

Even among mages, these cards are unique, not quite tarot but rather my own, personal way of scrying. Each one is made from cardstock I'd formed myself, and written in high quality ink mixed with clay. It took me a full year to finish them... and now they're crumpled and grey. 

I don't understand it, and the last bit of panic leaves my bones as an ache of loss replaces it. Is this what happened to my body at the restaurant? Did the fire I felt coursing through my tattoos burn through the cards I was holding in the same way?

Gingerly, I lift a card from the pile, hoping we can somehow reclaim them.

“Hold on a moment! What is that?” Tania's voice cuts through my thoughts, bells sounding out from every corner of the room. “Right there, that edge is still white.”

Following her finger to a piece that is still bright against the ruined others, I lift it up.

“What the hell?”

In my hand is the Egyptian symbol for death.

“Hang on,” I tell Tania, frantically spreading the rest of the cards over and flipping them to find any others that may be unmarked. One, two, three.

Four cards total.

I sweep the table before me clean, a couple of small crumbs falling on my lap in the action.

The first card is death; the second one is inscribed with a Norse rune meaning ‘hidden’. As I handle the cards, the back of my eyes to ache again, more warnings are blaring in my head. I flip over the third card. The word ‘amor’ frames a bleeding heart- ill fated love. I can feel Tania's anxious eyes on my frame as I turn the last one over and line it up. No words, just an illustration of a storm with lightning falling across the card and igniting flames of blue in the bottom corner.

“These cards aren't random. This is a warning... Tania, what were you scrying for in the restaurant?”

“Well, I was just looking at the town,” she stammers at me, her hands held out in confusion. She mimics her earlier movements as she speaks, pantomiming setting up her crystals, and tracing swirls across the table with her forefinger.

“I wanted to know how to find my sister. She's supposed to be here somewhere, I just don't know where. The pendant was working fine, I thought. I'm not exactly sure what it was that I was supposed to learn, but I think it was telling me about a map.”

“A map?” I ask, desperate to find the connections between her spell and my card's prediction. More than anything, I'm just praying it doesn't involve that creature I just ran off outside. “What kind of map?”

She stares at me like I've gone mad.

“Like a map, map. How much clearer would you want me to put it?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose in frustration.

“I mean, was it telling you about some sort of map to find, or was it actually a map? And either way, what is the map actually for?”

“Oh,” she blinks at me. “It was an actual map, I'm assuming of the town. But I don't think it was finished when I had to stop the spell.”

Tania's eyebrows are pulled down in concentration, and she pulls her mouth to the side as she picks up the blackened crystal and turns it over in her hands. “This is so heavy, I'm not going to be able to get anything out of it until it's cleansed.”

“So what are we looking for now?” I ask, still rattled by my draw.

“I have no idea! Like I said, I just wanted to know why I was meant to be in this town. What do those cards mean? Why are you so angry right now?”

Angry? I realize that my jaw is clenched tight, and my back and shoulders are stiff. It takes me a moment to physically relax, and then another to restrain my voice enough to a calmer level.

“I'm not angry. I'm, well to be honest, I'm a little scared. These cards are warning about pain, loss, and chaos. So I'm guessing that’s something horrible coming our way. If you got a map, it may be that me stepping into your spell did what I wanted it to. I wanted to help you find your answer to whatever you were searching for, if I'm right-”

“-then I found this place because either Sasha's in more danger than I thought, or I'm going to be.” Tania finishes my sentence, her eyes reflective and worried.

I reach my hands across the table and touch her arms. “Tania, can you recreate that map? It could lead us to a way to protect you from whatever's coming.” 

Elliot was right to be cautious, but from the moment I realized she was a witch, I knew that Tania could either hurt the town or be severely hurt by it. Now, after everything I've gone through tonight, I’m certain that she's not a danger I need to fear. She's the one that needs to be saved, even if she doesn't know it yet.

Elara jumps onto Tania's lap and grabs hold of the pendant with her mouth, darting off to what can only be Tania's bedroom.

“I'm not sure. If I can manage to clean the crystal, maybe. It might be easier to get the original one except we left that-”

“At the restaurant! Oh crap! Anybody could have found it by now! Do you think it could be read by a mage?”

She shakes her head quickly. “No, nobody can. Wine spilled all over it when you fell. It should just look like a stain by now.”

I sigh and slump down in my seat, relieved at least that's one thing we won't have to worry about too much. We still need the map, obviously, but there's got to be a way to recreate it. After all, even though they were pretty much ruined, my cards were still able to give me a prediction. 

Except all of the cards should have been ruined, not just some. If Tania's crystal is completely broken like she thinks, then wouldn't that mean the other manipulative still works?

“Tania, where's that little cat thing you were working with?”

Confusion crosses her face, “You mean my guide? It's right here.”

As her hand reaches the small figurine, I notice a jagged line pushing across the top of it. The shape is familiar, though I'm not sure why.

“Wait, what is that?” I start to ask, but it's already too late. The animal breaks apart into sharp shards as soon as she lifts it, and it's clear that it can do us no good. Unfortunately, that also tells me one more thing. The only possible clue left from her side of the spell is the map, and I'm almost positive that wine isn't going to cover it up if it wants to be seen.

Tania's crestfallen, and she gathers the pieces of the guide into her hands like a child trying to hold together fistfuls of sand. The more she attempts to fix it, the more brittle the stone seems to grow, breaking into even smaller fragments. As painful as watching this sight is, I'm more rattled by my suspicion about that stained tablecloth.

“I have a feeling that map can still be read. We need to find a way to get it before a mage does. Even if they can't decipher it, it will be a dead giveaway there's a witch in town.”

“Do most mages report that sort of thing to your council?”

“No,” I frown. “But there are enough mages that fear your kind that they might out of precaution.”

“Then I'll get it back first thing in the morning.”

Tania's nearly glaring at me in determination, and her eyes are so full of mischief, I can almost see flames dancing within them. I'm not sure how she plans on getting her hands on the tablecloth, but it seems pointless to bother asking. After everything else I've seen her do tonight, it's obvious that she does what she wants no matter the risk. Besides, with her confidence, I'm willing to bet things usually go her way.

Instead, I show her the way to my house, and after awkwardly helping her settle into the spare room, I eventually doze off to restless dreams.
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Chapter 10: Atlas


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


FROM THE MOMENT I WAKE up, I'm aware of the day being different than usual. There's a large weight on my chest, and a sense of panic overcomes me as I move to sit up. A loud keening noise keeps me from tossing the blanket to the ground, and pausing, I realize that Elara had been lying on me while I slept.

“What the hell, cat? Shouldn't you be with your witch?” I ask, rubbing the back of my head where a persistent ache reminds me of how hard I hit it last night.

I don't know what I was expecting, but the only response I get is a lazy yawn and the unwanted view of the cat's backside, as she stretches before jumping down from the rumpled sheets. 

“Oh sure, that's great. Just how I wanted to wake up,” I pan, unhappily. Well, at least I'm still alive. Now I need to shake off these frayed nerves and move on with the day.

Opening my bedroom door, I let Elara out, and glance down the hall to the guest room. The plain, wooden door is still firmly shut and there's no light coming out from underneath. Perfect. That means Tania is probably still asleep.

If I can get showered and make us some breakfast before she wakes up, then I should be able to get over to the shop by noon. According to my text messages, that's the absolute latest I need to get there unless I want the place closed for an hour or two because, of course, Elliot never gives me advanced notice when he's taking off.

Work, holiday parties, things we need to take care of for our parents, he's never seemed to care about my schedule. But in this situation, I guess might've I pulled the rug from under his feet first, so I decide to let it go, and start the shower. Still, he could have just told me on the phone last night.

“Atlas?” 

I've only been in for a few moments, but a knock at the door grabs my attention, and I quickly shut off the water and start to dry off.

“Oh, hey, sorry. I'll be right out,” I mean I don't really have to, but there's a frenzied excitement in my stomach that tells me I ought to hurry up.

Tania's muffled voice drifts through the door, “No problem, it's just there's someone at the door and I wasn't sure if it was a smart decision or not for me to open it.”

I button my jeans and finish tugging a tee shirt on over my head before wrenching the door open. Tania must have been speaking directly against the door, because as it swings inward, she loses her balance and falls into my arms. A tangled mess of hair brushes my face as her head hits me squarely in the chest.

“Oh, I am so sorry!” Crap. I didn't mean to knock her over. It seems neither of us can stay on our feet.

“No, that was my fault, I shouldn't have been leaning on the door!”

We're both caught off balance and it takes an extra second to steady ourselves. Tania draws warm air around us when she realizes that although I'm dressed, I'm still pretty much dripping wet. Another knock sounds out from the living room, and after frantically shooing her back into her room, I rush down the hall towards the door, leaving soggy footprints in my wake.

“Mom?”

A huge sigh of relief leaves my body, as I lean forward to rest my forehead on the doorframe.

“Well that's an odd hello. Hi, nice to see you too!” Her willowy form steps firmly over the threshold and she eyes me suspiciously.

“You're up to something, what is it?” She cranes her neck around me, her wispy, caramel colored hair falling down from the knot she keeps it in on the back of her head. 

“Wait, Mom, slow down. What are you talking about; why are you here?” I press the door firmly into place and lock it behind her, then open the curtains to let some sun in as I greet her. She continues to watch me, her wariness highlighting the bags under her eyes.

“Well, I'm not so sure now, why don't you tell me? All I know is that I was sitting at the table having my morning coffee, and I got a horrible headache. You know, like the ones I always got when you and Elliot were little and doing something reckless?”

“Yeah Mom, I'm aware,” I start, but she cuts over me like I'm not even speaking.

“Well, I talked to Nova last night and already know that all Elliot's doing today is working and taking her to that appointment she's got. So that leaves you.”

I sigh again, this time in defeat. Of all the forces I had planned on reckoning with today, my mother was not one that I had counted on. 

“Okay, yeah. You’re right, I've got something going on. I'm just not so sure how to explain it to you,” I tell her, rubbing my jawline and wondering where to start. Before I get a chance to think of a plan, she leans forward and plucks a long, black hair off of my shoulder.

“Is there a woman here, Atlas?” One eyebrow is raised as she appraises my face for reaction, clearly daring me to lie. “I thought you told me last week you weren't seeing anybody? Or are you hiding me away from your girlfriend as well as The Council?”

In so many ways losing Dad has hit her the worst, although I don't think I should have expected anything less. It's the first time I've seen depression present itself as anger, but as exhausting as it is, I'm just glad she's awake and out of her house. The only downside is, the longer it takes me to explain, the more explosive she'll get. May as well just get to the point.

“Well, to be honest, yes there is a woman here. But, no, I'm not dating anyone.” Leaning back on my heels, I shout towards the hall. “Tania can you get out here please?”

“Tania? I don't know any Tanias.” Mom's face hasn't relaxed any, but I'm relieved to hear her voice deflate. 

Elara appears first, taking everything in with her glowing eyes, and winding herself around my legs. Tania follows, with her hair tied back in a ponytail, but still dressed in the plaid pajama shorts and tank top she was wearing a moment ago. As she picks her way around my footprints, I can't help but hold back a laugh. In more ways than one, she really is cat-like, and apparently that extends to a dislike of water.

Smiling softly, she walks straight up and extends her hand to my mother. “Good morning, I'm Tania. You must be Atlas’ mom.”

“Yes, I am, but my dear, pardon me for asking, what are you?”

“Damn,” Tania curses. “Is it that obvious? I was trying to keep everything neutral.”

Neutral? I twist my wrist and allow the symbols that encircle it to draw from the energy in the room and double check the magic in it. From my mother is a strong beam of light, persistently bright in its purpose. Near her, Elara is emitting a soft glow that I'd never realized she had. But behind them, Tania is just a hint of a presence, barely registering on my read. Just as panic and confusion begins to build in my chest, a fire is unleashed and I stumble backwards, unprepared for the blinding light that suddenly fills the room.

“What the hell?” I yell, at the same time I see my mom step forward and gasp, “You're a witch?”

Talking over both Tania, who is apologizing, and my mother who is on the brink of a panic attack, I push the magic back out of my ink and into the earth below.

“Tania, how did you stifle your magic like that? I thought there was something wrong with you! I could barely see you at all!”

The curtains flutter for a moment and a light blush raises over her cheeks as she grimaces in apology. “I'm so sorry. I can cloak myself, I told you that at the festival!" She turns to my mother and awkwardly twists around in a near curtsy. 

“Would it be too Oz-like if I told you I was a good witch? I'm so sorry ma'am, your son is just trying to help me fulfill a prediction that led me here. I'm planning on being out of your town, and your son's life by the new moon.”

I flinch unwillingly at her statement. I know that was the deal from the get go, but the idea of her actually flitting off to some unknown life is a bit unsettling. And to think yesterday, I was scared of her. Well, I'm still scared of her, but less. And I care more now. It takes a good person to literally throw themselves stupidly through the air and onto the ground to defend a stranger against a banshee.

Mom has her hand to her chest, and is still slightly gasping as she shakes her head back and forth.

“A good witch? Oh my dear, who on earth has made you feel like you need to defend what you are? I would never apologize for being a mage. I'm so sorry for raising my voice like that; but no, I just wasn't expecting a witch to be standing in my son's living room. We don't get many of your kind through here.”

Tania squirms uncomfortably, and I can feel her resisting the urge to glance at me. She has more than enough reason to be mad at Elliot, and this would be the opportune moment to admit that, but politeness seems to win out. Instead, she pulls at her shirt hem and talks down at her bare feet.

“Oh, nobody, I just know that this is an earthquake zone. I'm aware of the dangers I could present, and I just want to be clear that I'm not planning on staying or triggering any natural disasters.”

“Well, if you’re that good at controlling your magic that I could hardly even see it, I'm pretty sure we'll have no problem,” I interject wryly. Turning to Mom, I gesture back over at Tania and Elara with my hands. “So, Mom, does that answer your question?”

She blinks at me, and sits down. Now that her suspicion is fading, I can see fatigue setting in almost immediately. The longer I can keep her here, the better. Once she goes home, it may be another week before she leaves the house, and if she runs out of groceries before then, there's a good chance she'll just stop eating.

“Sure AJ, I'm sorry I overreacted. I was just so sure there was something more serious going on.”

I don't say anything as Tania walks over to the sofa and sits next to her. I'm torn between wanting to ask my mom for anything she may know, and knowing it's safer to keep her out of the loop.

Mom’s intuition has always been strong, but she's also always leaned on the side of trust when it came to Elliot and I. My guess is it was easier to believe the stories we told her and be happy, than to keep digging and be disappointed. 

Scratching the back of my neck, I excuse myself to go make breakfast, as Tania takes Mom's hand in her own and leans forward familiarly. There's a softening to her posture I didn't realize she was lacking before, as though Tania hasn't been relaxed in awhile. With a start, I realize that may well be the case. I can only imagine what kind of lunatic I'd turn into if Mom or Elliot went missing for any reason.

Elara yowls noisily behind me, her tail twitching imperiously. I shake my head in disbelief. Both the witch and her familiar are demanding and expectant, yet here I am, letting them twist their way into my life.

I still have no clue how Elara even made it into my bedroom last night, with the windows and doors both being closed. But no matter where I go, she trails me. Her whiskers tremble with insistence, so after a short hunt through the pantry, I finally settle on opening up a can of tuna in offering. She appraises the food, and then begins to meow again, obviously not satisfied.

“Tania!” I call through the doorway to the living room, “Your cat is mad at me, and I think she's just being picky. Is that normal?”

“Is a cat being finicky normal? Of course it is, almost every cat is a jerk. Elara is a sweetheart, make no mistake, but she's still a jerk.”

Both women stand, and I'm surprised to see a little more peace in my mother's face than before. Whatever they were discussing seems to have been healing, and I pray that she holds onto that serenity after Tania leaves. 

As they join me in the kitchen, I lean against the countertop and let myself relax.

“Oh, no wonder she's upset. No, it's not the food,” Tania's nose is wrinkled thoughtfully. “She's just thirsty. Do you have a paper bowl or anything we can put out for her?”

Paper? I pull my brows down, bothered by the disposable option she suggests. Temporary, just like everything else about her.

“Sure, I can do that, no problem.”

From the cabinet, I pull down a heavy ceramic bowl and fill it two thirds of the way, careful to give enough to be appreciated, but not enough to spill. Placing it on the tiled floor, I align it with the small can of tuna and wait for the cat's approval. A rough, sandpaper tongue brushes against my knuckles, and I'm proud that I've finally accomplished something right. Even if it is as small a task as feeding the cat.

“I like her, Atlas,” Mom's soft voice draws my attention as soon as Tania's left the room. Sitting next to her, I reach for her hands and hold them in mine. They're cool, soft to the touch, and I'm pained to note, lining with age.

“She is a good girl, that one. You know she told me she knew I was hurting and gave me a sweet little blend of oils to help? They are already making me feel a little less fuzzy. I think I might drive into town today and drop off those boxes I've been meaning to move out of the garage.”

I shake her hand slightly in encouragement and smile, “That's great Mom, that sounds like a great thing to do.”

“Atlas, you need to take care of her, you know. The Council means well, but after that sinkhole business... well, I'm not so sure they'll treat her very kindly.”

Raising my eyebrows, I lean forward and tighten my grasp on her palm. “I'll do my best, Mom. But she's not planning on staying real long, I'm sure it's not going to be a problem.” I might be stretching the truth a bit, but I'm itching to get out of the house and actually do something productive.

“Now, remember Mom, this evening you're supposed to be over at Elliot and Nova's for supper, okay?”

She grimaces and tucks a stray wisp of hair back behind her ear, placing her clean plate onto the drying rack. All I'd done was excuse myself earlier to grab my wallet and shoes, but she gathered the dishes and started washing them as though she were at home. It's heartening to see her cleaning, even if it is at the wrong house.

“Yes son, I think I can manage to run two errands and a few acres for some dinner. What about you? Are you going to be able to help this beautiful young lady here, and keep the store up and running?”

“I don't know Mom, do you think your firstborn can stop taking off at the last minute? You know, he only told me this morning about that appointment?”

Tania wanders up behind me and watches our exchange with a small smile on her face, her muddied Converse bouncing off the kitchen tile. 

“Oh AJ, you leave him alone. Just you wait until you get married and have a baby on the way. I promise, you'll act like a chicken without its head too!”

We stroll around to the front of the house and they wait for me while I finish locking the front door, and eye Elara suspiciously. She's sitting in my living room window, and I'm worried about the mess my blinds will be in when I return.

Mom swats my arm disapprovingly and ambles back over to her beat up, green car.  As she turns on the engine it becomes apparent that her left blinker is somewhat busted out, and taped over in an effort to ignore it.

“Tania, it was great to meet you, dear. Don't you worry about how moody Atlas can be, and you keep in touch. I want to visit with you some more before you leave.”

I drop my shoulders and complain loudly, “Mom your light, when did you do that?”

She waves me off and begins to pull out of the drive, “Oh for once in your life, relax son. I'll get it fixed soon enough.”

“Thanks Mrs. Riordan,” Tania chirps from beside me, a nest of rose quartz stars huddled in her hair. “You take care, and let me know if you need anymore of those oils!”

As she leans forward to wave down the street, her frame stretches up until she's standing on the tips of the toes, nearly floating off in her enthusiasm. A renewed glint shines out of her grey eyes, and her lips, already painted a dark red, widen into an impish grin.

“Now let's go, you have to go to work, and I have a dry cleaners to rob.”
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Chapter 11: Tania
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ATLAS STARES DOWN AT me with an air of defeat and amusement, and I almost want to laugh at him. 

From what I've caught so far, he's generally a confident man... unless he's around his family. The power struggle between he and Elliot seems benign enough, but with his mother? He goes from completely competent to embarrassed and confused.

I can't say I blame him, after all my mother has a poor effect on me too. But Mrs. Riordan seems so sweet, I just don't understand what he's so afraid of.

“Well, come on. We have work to do, yes?” I wave him towards his car, anxious to go. There's so much that needs to get done, and although my nerves are translating fear into excitement, I know that the quicker we move, the better.

I've always loved a good adventure but the stakes here are high, even for me.

An angry Death Coven with a mark on my name? 

-Check

My own Coven suspicious of my very existence?

-Check

Strange shapeshifter that spooked a level six mage, and my only ally? 

-Check

Operating on dangerous ground that seems to hate my very presence? 

-Check

And last but not least... Sasha's soul hanging in the shadows between life and death? 

-Check

No pressure or anything. Just something that I'm now completely stuck in since I opened up the possibility by scrying. All because I trusted my sister to stay put where I left her.

Blowing a kiss to Elara, I settle myself into the passenger's seat and glance over at Atlas. At least I've got a decent ally on my side. 

The ink that wraps around his arms stands out in brilliant colors against his tanned skin, reminding me of the powerful spells he constantly has at his availability. I almost wish he wasn't a mage. At least then I could get comfortable depending on him, and feel okay with dragging him into my mess.

But it's better like this. All I need him to do is help me decipher the map so I can track down Sasha and maybe just damn myself to hell, who knows what the trade off will be? Hopefully we can avoid that last part. That'd be best, because the last thing I need is a pissed off familiar blaming me for all eternity. I'm positive that even if the rest of my world were in shambles I can still count on Elara's snark.

“Sorry about my mom bursting in like that. I know we're trying to keep a low profile, but I guess there's just no keeping out my family. She means well though, and I think she likes you.”

His voice is low and contemplative, and his eyebrows lower on his face in an attempt to block some of the morning sun that's shedding golden flecks into his eyes.

I lean against my door so I can watch him while I speak, absentmindedly knotting silver strands of thread onto my purse. “I like her too. She's been stuck in a fog lately hasn't she?”

His shoulders stiffens, and I can see that I'm right.

“I'm sorry,” I continue. “For whatever happened. And I hope you don't mind, but I gave her some oils that might help. I don't like seeing people hurt.”

Atlas shoots a glance and me and appears to be surprised. Maybe I've said too much. I should just not talk, I always blunder when my mouth is open too long. 

“No, that's fine. Thank you actually. Whatever you did earlier, it did help, I've been worried.” 

For a moment we continue on in silence, and I turn my head to stare at the window, desperately searching for a trace of wildflowers.

Atlas’ voice fills the small space unexpectedly, and I jump at the sound.

“My dad died a couple of months ago.”

“What?” 

I twist my head around quickly, disarmed by the pain in his voice. His knuckles are stark white against the steering wheel and he continues to stare at the road as he clears his throat to speak again.

“My dad died. That's what happened. A heart attack. It happens, I guess. But that's why she's like that. I figured she'd snap out of it eventually, but now I'm thinking she may need some help to do that. So, I guess I'm saying... Thanks. Again.”

My mouth gapes open and for a moment, I'm rendered speechless. How do you respond to something like that? 

Then I remember his mother's face; her tired eyes waking up when I excused myself for being a witch, and the spark of determination when she decided to accept me. Atlas has that same spark, and watching him from my seat, I can see that same weariness in his posture. The same hurt.

“There's no need to thank me. Ever,” I emphasize. What else is there to say?

He doesn't respond, but his eyes slide over towards me from his peripheral. I can't tell whether he likes me... or just wants me gone, and feels obligated to protect me while he works on his own projects.

My stomach flips at that thought, and I wonder if I am doing the same with him.

We wind our way through narrow roads as trees sag over the pavement, threatening to flatten us for the slightest offense. Their branches are strangely sparse, and among them black feathers ruffle against the sunlight.

Two groups of birds cluster together, and I can't remember how to count them. Is it three crows for a wedding? Four for a birth? Or seven for a secret?

As the car carries us further along, I can almost feel their beady eyes on my head, the silent judgement almost more than I can bear.

“I need to stop by the trailer park again before we head into town.” 

My eyelashes unfurl from one another, a coat of mascara struggling against their entanglement. I wasn't expecting Atlas to talk again soon, and certainly not to suggest going back.

“What do you mean? Isn't it better to go to town first?” And why on Earth would you want to go back to a place we were nearly attacked by a banshee/shifter... thing?

“No, I just want to check something out, and no offense...” he hesitates, biting his lower lip as he considers his words. “I would just feel better being closer to you. We can split up, sure, but being miles apart seems kind of stupid.”

“Yeah, splitting up doesn't always go over so well for me either.” I agree softly, remembering the terrified look on Sasha's face as I left her and Elara at the back of that non-profit building. For all their locks and gates, the second story windows were curiously unguarded. It was a charity, so I didn't think they'd mind me breaking in to give her a chance to recover. Too bad I may never find out.

“Okay, so besides going to the dry cleaners, we stay together. I'll give you the address so you can meet me back at the shop.” Atlas pulls me back to the present easily, and we ride on in silence.

“What are you doing?” I yell from the side of the car, squinting against the furious sun.

Atlas is moving around the littered tree line, his hands outstretched in front of his chest, and the movement reminds me of an old Frankenstein movie. Shaking my head at the ridiculous sight, I toss a peppermint into my mouth, and push my hair off of my forehead.

He puts down his arms suddenly and drops to the ground, the tall grass almost hiding his lean figure. Whoa. I do not want to go through there. Sasha is the snake charmer; me, not so much. With the grass that thick around him, I don't want to imagine the reptiles that haunt it.

“I was looking for something,” he shouts back, pushing himself back up and wading through the yellowed foliage.

“For what? Do you even know how ridiculous you look crawling around out there?" And what could possibly be that interesting in that mess, that it's worth digging through?

Despite my words, he's grinning broadly and crosses the space leisurely, as though we weren't standing amongst greying trailers and piles of cigarette butts. 

“I dropped something yesterday, and had to pick it up. Don't worry about it. Besides, I wasn't crawling around, I was crouching.” He responds as he steps closer to me. “Ready to go?” 

He knocks on the gleaming hood of the car and kicks at gravel on his way to the driver's seat. “Come on, I've got a longer shift than I was expecting today, and I don't want to be late.”

I slide my glasses onto the bridge of my nose, speculating at his aura. It's a busy red, somewhat frenzied with nervous energy, but there's no deceitfulness in it.

“Okay,” I shrug and slide in. I don't share everything with him, he doesn't need to share with me, as long as it doesn't interfere with our goals.

Parting ways at a bus stop, I allow myself to fade into the background. Two men slouch against the curb, and I watch their cigarette smoke curl around their heads as though to keep them intertwined. Countless soda bottles and food wrappers litter the ground, and as the sun wavers on the sidewalk, ripples lift into the air, distracting the rest of the crowd with its tremendous heat.

The red bus that carries me through the narrow streets is old, but cleaner than most public transport I've used, so I settle into my seat easily. There's a certain comfort in riding buses and trains, and it's easy to pretend I'm just another commuter. Someone who belongs. A few short stops, and some small questions later, I get a good suggestion on where I need to hop off.

Thankfully the dry cleaners are barely opening for the day, and stepping up to the door, I sniff the air carefully. Fresh linens and moth balls are the most prominent scents, but hidden among them are the subtle waves of basil and wine. I'm most definitely at the right one.

Tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, I allow my fingers to graze the quartz hair clip that holds it back, and I reassess my energy reading. No matter what, I'll have a faint aura of magic, but I'm confident that nobody except Elara, and maybe Atlas will be able to find me. 

Bouncing forward in my worn out Chucks, I lean against the heavy glass door and slide in, relishing the chime of the bell that greets me.

To my surprise, a familiar blonde figure is at the counter, her round stomach causing her to lean forward to offer the cashier the clothing in her hand.

“They're hand me downs for the baby, but I can't get the stains out no matter what,” she rests her reddened fingers across the top of her bump and sighs. “Do you think I should just go ahead and buy new ones, or do you think you can help me?”

The portly man behind the counter scrutinizes one of the objects closely, and I send slight waves out through the air to test who else might be in the building. From what I can tell, there's nobody else, and that's lucky for me. A surveillance camera is nestled into the corner above his counter, I need to shut that down ASAP. Unfortunately, in order to do so on my own, I'd need to get close to the camera, which is the opposite of helpful. Remote spellwork it is then.

“Excuse me? I have a dress that needs cleaning, but do you have a restroom I can use, really quick?” Pulling out a short dress I'd wadded tightly into my purse, I offer it to him and do my best to look restless.

“Sure, sure. Doorway to the right,” he responds, waving his hand distractedly towards the hallway next to the counter. Without another word, he takes the dress and sets it to the side, still preoccupied with the other customer.

Excusing myself quietly, I slip down the hallway and into the cramped bathroom. Another camera flanks the hall, and I'm betting there's at least one more in the back room.

I lock the door and take stock of my surroundings. The ceramic sink has no counter space, and I would rather avoid doing any spell work on a closed toilet lid if I can help it. Time to improvise.

There's a worn copy of The Count of Monte Cristo in my bag, and it's just wide enough to balance at the corner of the sink to create a table top.

“Yes!” I whisper to myself, nodding at the miniscule triumph. Rummaging my hand deeper into the canvas, I pull out my travel case of crystal water. The padded case resembles a camera pouch and used to house essential oils, but I've found the foam lining perfect for insulating accessories for spell work.

Rows of tiny glass vials fill the case, each one filled with purified water and a unique piece of either crystal or stone, intended to charge the liquid. In this situation, I need my tourmaline. Banishing spells and shutting down security cameras are somewhat in the same category, well, they're close enough anyway. I find it on the bottom right, marked with a pale blue label, and deceptively dark from the jet black shard at the bottom of the water.

Setting the vial down on top of my book, I reach once again into my bag to retrieve an eye dropper, and three freshly cut poppies, wrapped delicately in hemp paper. These bright red blooms are known to cause sleep, but a slightly lesser known use is that with the proper spark, they can also cause electronics to shut down. Adding a drop of tourmaline water to the top of each bud, I remove them from their paper and slip them behind a spare wastebasket, where I'm sure they'll go unnoticed.

A quick snap of my fingers, and I can feel the slight static in the air cease as the cameras short circuit. 

Moving quickly as I can, I dart out of the bathroom and across to the work area. A flimsy wooden door is flanked with an “employees only” sign, but that’s not a deterrent as long as the video system is down. Shouldering my way in, I pin my hair even tighter in its clips, and glance around for any obvious signs of my map. Like finding Atlas, I don't have to look for long; two heavy canvas totes are leaning near the far exit, both emblazoned with a design I recognize from last night. They must be from the restaurant.

Glancing behind me, I edge over to them, and swiftly begin undoing the top. Then, willing my magic to channel into my fingertips, I focus on those hints of basil and urge the soiled tablecloth to raise up through the wadded linens without wasting time searching through each one. Just as I'm pulling out the piece I need and shoving extra tablecloths back into the hamper, the sound of footsteps echo outside the door. He's coming in.

With my heart nearly betraying me and a wild thumping I'm sure is audible, I dart out the exit, sliding the slightest bit of tablecloth into the door to keep the lock from shutting me out. My skin is still chilled from the AC, and as the sun washes over me I find myself caught between the urge to run with my prize, and knowing I'll set off suspicion if I do.

The alley I'm standing in is less than hospitable, with a falling chain link fence bordering my back, and a half starved dog eyeing me from the other side. Reaching far above me, the walls are garnished in layers of cheap paint and graffiti, while signs of a homeless camp are hidden behind the dumpster. So much for a picturesque tourist town. I wonder what people would think of the place if they knew about the grime and hopelessness back here or the magic that brews beneath their feet.

The seconds slip by slowly, and I carefully press my ear to the crack in the door, the metal latch hot against my face. I can hear muted laughter and retreating footsteps from inside, convincing me that the room is most likely empty once more. Praying for good timing, I wrap the tablecloth around my arm, and pull on the door handle.

Slipping back in quickly, I shut the door behind me and tiptoe back across the floor. The proprietor is still in the hall, but his laughter follows him to the front lobby, and my hands shake as I struggle to slow my heartbeat.

As soon as I'm sure he's vacated the hall, I lean back into the bathroom and latch the door behind me, dropping nervously to my knees. Shaking out the soiled cloth, I scan it for stains, and pray for some clarity on last night's events.

Somehow, Atlas was right. My map can't be hidden. Although the entire thing is splotched through with a deep burgundy, gold lines shoot through both sides of the fabric, glinting in the harsh fluorescent light.

Repacking my bag, I retrieve my flowers and straighten up, taking one last glance at the map. Then, with a relieved sigh, I ball the whole thing up as tight as I can into my bag, wash my hands, and step out to the front.

The woman at the counter is tugging at her earring, obviously focused on some far off thought or anxiety. Her worry pulls at my heart, and although I know it would be best to walk away... I want to help her.

It's remarkable how much she glows. I'd never understood the phrase before, but the blonde woman in front of me is most definitely glowing, and her gentle, oval face and wide eyes sparkle with ethereal beauty.  

Waiting for an end to their conversation, I pretend to be waiting on my dress. I probably could have picked a different outfit to be cleaned. The best thing about my purse is that it can accommodate about a duffel bags worth of objects, but pulling out an entire wardrobe would definitely throw off a mortal.

As I draw closer to the counter, dress in hand, her eyes widen in recognition, and she smiles with a warmth I haven't come across in a long time. I find myself grinning back broadly, my muscles relaxing more than they'd been all morning.

“Hey! Oh my gosh I'm sorry, you're the one I spilled my drink on. I'm so glad to have run into you again, I thought I really upset you yesterday. It was bugging me all evening, I wanted to apologize again.”

Woah, talk about friendly! I set my dress down and turn towards her.

“No worries, I'm actually really sorry. Um, I didn't mean to not respond or anything, the heat was just really messing with me. But no worries, really! My sneakers are fine, see?” Pointing my left foot outward, I turn my ankle to show my shoes are just as muddy and sturdy as before.

“A little bit of lemonade can't destroy these Chucks; I've been trekking all over the place in these for the past three years, at this point I'm convinced they'll never fall apart.” I chuckle lightly, grateful for a neutral topic, and an excuse to talk to someone about anything normal.

“Oh, do you travel often? I was going to say, I haven't seen you around town before, and I should, seeing as I work in the visitor center.” Zipping shut her purse, the woman stands back and rests her hands on the small of her back.

“Yeah, a bit. That was a really neat festival this weekend, I was actually really impressed by all the vendors. You must be proud,” I add, Mother's admonitions echoing in my ear. You never draw attention to yourself. Always compliment- or criticize the person you're conversing with. People will jump at the chance to brag or defend themselves, always. I hate that she still dictates my actions, good and bad.

Tossing her hair back over her shoulder, she shrugs and says, “Well I'm always proud of the work Hildrun can do, but I really can't take much credit for this weekend. Was there anything in particular that caught your eye?”

Atlas pops into my head, his arms stretched up over his head as he surveyed his table, the bottom of his shirt raising away from the waist of his jeans.

“Uh, yeah, actually. Riordan's Works, I think it was called. Beautiful, glittering jewelry, and I found the wind chimes really interesting.”

“Really? I'm so glad. My husband is actually one of the owner's, so I might be a little biased but they really have some fascinating things.”

Elliot's wife? What is it about this family that's drawing me in? First it was Atlas, then his mom was so sweet, now this woman.

“Yeah,” I finally respond. “Yeah, they had some really great stuff, I was surprised. Even if you can't claim credit for the weekend, I've got to say, your family’s business rocks!”

“Oh well, that's more the boys’ project than mine, but I'll be sure to pass along the compliment.”

Damn, this woman doesn't have a single selfish bone in her body. It's sort of refreshing, I've got to admit, but my mouth is starting to taste like pennies. How do you make small talk with a person who refuses to talk about herself?

She slings a small leather purse over her shoulder and smiles at me as I confirm a pick up time for my outfit. 

“So, if you liked the shop so much,” she leans in conspiratorially. “Do you believe in magic?”

“Uhm, that depends,” I stall. “What kind of magic? What does that have to do with the shop?”

This is unexpected, and although I don't think it's a trick question, I suddenly remember how angrily Elliot responded to my appearance. Maybe it would be best to not offend this woman.

“You know, runes, tarot cards, things like that,” she responds casually, avoiding my question.

We both turn to leave the shop, and I keep the door open for her as I carefully choose my next words.

“Well, I believe in essential oils and crystals. Does that count?” There. That's an innocent enough answer.

“Yeah that counts,” she laughs, perfectly at ease now. “I was going to tell you to be selective in what you buy. My husband and his family believe in making things that have greater purposes behind them. Those wind chimes will most likely act as a dreamcatcher as well, if you believe that sort of thing.” 

Taking a step towards me, she thrusts out her hand. “Hi, my name's Nova.”

“I'm Tania, it's nice to meet you,” I respond, gingerly accepting her chafed hands. “That looks painful, do you need lotion or anything?”

Nova glances down at her knuckles and shakes her head embarrassedly. “Oh no, I was just washing a bunch of dishes this morning, I'll be fine.”

Against my better judgement, I pull my bag over to the front of my hip and shift the table cloth over to grab out a small bottle.

“Well, here; if you change your mind, this salve heals everything.” I offer it to her hesitantly, and as she takes it from me, I know it was a good risk.

“Okay, thank you. Yeah, thanks a lot.”

Glancing around, Nova motions towards her car; a tiny red thing covered in bumper stickers. “I was actually just about to grab some coffee? Would you like to come? I mean, I know we don't really know each other, but I feel like we should. Is that  weird?”

I shift my weight onto my left leg, and then I  weigh my options. On one hand, I need to start deciphering this map, and should probably get back to Atlas. On the other hand, I don't exactly know where I stand with him, and Nova's cheery personality feels very addicting. I could use a friend.

“I’m never quite sure about what’s weird or not, but you know what? Yeah, I would like to get some coffee, thank you.”

I firmly zip up my bag, and get into the offered seat, folding my legs as I sink into the vehicle.

Nova picks the same coffee shop I'd approached Atlas in yesterday, and it's ominous how much colder the atmosphere feels now that the parking lot isn't covered in brightly colored booths and canopies. It's not the temperature that makes it cold, but the attitude of the patrons and servers alike. As though they know what I am. As though they want me to leave.

But that's impossible, I know it's impossible; the crystal at my throat is still charged with all my excess energy, and I even threw a little into my hair clips this morning. The only thing they should be able to sense is a slight vibration from the quartz, and even then, that should only be possible if they were familiar with my energy.

Still, as I follow Nova around to a small, rounded table, I feel as though a thousand eyes are on me, daring me to reveal myself.

“So what brings you to Hildrun? Just sightseeing the rocks and stuff, or are you visiting family, or friends?”

Nova's question should be easy. Claiming to be a tourist is the best option for me, but seeing the sincerity in her face... I can't bring myself to lie. Not completely, anyway.

“I came for the festival this past weekend. I was actually hoping to run into someone, but I guess they didn't make it out after all. I'm probably going to be leaving soon actually, it's an interesting town, really it is,” I answer, trying to be as kind and truthful as I can at the moment.

“But it's not the place for you,” she guesses, swiftly cutting off my sentence.

I shake my head sheepishly, “No. I guess not.” Even with the gentle tone she used, the words still sting. It's not that I want to belong here, but there's something hurtful about knowing you don't belong. Knowing you aren't wanted.

“See, I was the opposite. My family had this wonderful reputation and place in my hometown, but no matter where I went, I found it stifling. Like I couldn't escape my last name,” Nova plows on, her happy disposition easily bypassing the awkward politeness I'm used to from strangers.

“The first thing I did after graduating high school,” she continues. “Was save up to buy a tiny home and move out to a crappy piece of land on the edge of the city limits. It didn't last too long, just a couple of years. At that point I met my husband and followed him out here. Hildrun was the first place that felt like home. I think most of it is just being with Elliot. My husband makes it home.” 

“You're really lucky,” I respond while pulling at my necklace. “There are so many places I love, but none really feel like a home.”

“Where have you been, what places do you love? I'm sorry to admit, I'm pretty poorly traveled. You're lucky if you've been able to do that.”

So I tell her about the food at Flat Iron, and the blooms in Strawberry Fields from my year in New York. I tell her about the grey skies and eco friendliness from the autumn I spent in Seattle. Then I tell her about the heat and flowering bluebonnets outside of San Antonio, and the places I hope to visit still.

Just as we're discussing different costs of living, a teenage girl draped in a coral apron interrupts us with two heavy mugs and a plate of miniature muffins. “On the house, Nova,” she lilts, silver braces flashing between her words. 

“Oh thank you Katie, that's so sweet. How's your mom doing?”

Katie deliberately turns her back towards me as she prattles about her family, apparently a big fan of my new friend. The exclusion is awkward, so pulling my mug towards me, I lift it to my lips.

Cold. Not iced. Just cold, as though they'd taken an old cup that was left out and handed it to me as freshly brewed. 

Tears spring to my eyes, and I blink furiously, conscious of how my napkin is smoldering beneath my hand, and the lamp above is swaying back and forth. My blood is pounding in my temples, but I stare at Nova and try to imitate her peace.

By the time Katie saunters off, I'm composed once again, and keep my chin lifted in a show of confidence.

“So, you asked me about magic earlier,” I began, leaning towards Nova. I'm tired of dancing around my questions. “I'm assuming it's an interest of yours, especially with all those funny symbols on your husband's jewelry and things. What do you think about witches? Halloween, or real?”

My tone is light, joking even, but Nova's eyes widen immediately, causing the light to dance on her dark green irises. Glancing around quickly, she scoots her chair as close to the table as she can.

“I wouldn't say that so loud. Witches are kind of a tricky subject around here.”

“Really? Why is that? Do you have an old woman who gobbles up little children living around the corner, or something?”

“No, but it's not really a laughing matter here. Really, don't make fun of me or anything, but there's a difference between magic and witchcraft, and it's not something to mess with.” A small line is indenting itself into the middle of her forehead as she anxiously rips at her napkin.

“Okay, so real. But I don't get it, all the self proclaimed witches I've met have been pretty much about meditation and astronomy. Maybe scoffed at sometimes, but nothing scary.”

Her face darkens, and she answers with a frown, “Well, here, we've seen scary. Magic is one thing, witchcraft is quite another.”

She repeats the same stories Atlas told me last night, and as she speaks, I become more and more aware of the quiet glares I'm attracting. There's no way they can be explained away by paranoia, somehow they suspect what I am. My hands find my rejected mug and twirl it around in neat circles.

Several rotations later, I glance down and spot a bright pink lipstick stain on the rim. I don't own any pinks, and today I'm wearing my usual red. 

With deep, controlled breaths, I glance over at Katie, my eyes carefully wide as though ignorant. The entire crew is eyeing me with deep smirks, waiting for a response.

Oh, hell no. They want a response? They'll get a response. I can play with the part of the witch they want to see, damn straight, I can.

“Excuse me for a minute, I've got to use the bathroom again. I'll be right back.”

“Oh, of course. Actually, I'm just going to get a to go cup, I'm actually running late for a doctor's appointment, so I've got to go. It was nice talking to you.”

“Yeah, you too,” I manage to respond, my heart pounding furiously against my ribs while I force my voice to stay calm.

I slip into a stall, pulling back out my poppies, and digging around for the tourmaline again. Holding the flowers beneath my chin, I smooth the paper across my lap, and sprinkle the water evenly over its surface.

The damp paper wraps softly against the blooms, and I wrap them firmly together, the entire package compressed into a thin shape, no longer than my palm. With the bathroom still vacant, I climb easily onto the toilet seat, and thread the flowers through the back of the stall partition. 

Satisfied with my work, I clamber down, and shake out my map, savoring the moment alone. If they want me gone, fine, I'll finish my work here and clear out. Lines glow almost immediately, and I've got a neighborhood to go check out. Maybe I won't need Atlas' help after all.

Nova meets me outside the bathroom door, on her way in, and we exchange easy goodbyes. Heading out, I nestle myself beneath a tree across the street, and wait until Nova's car pulls around and away.

Then, I slowly raise my hands and clap. Once. Twice. Three times.

The lights in the cafe go out, and until those flowers dry out, they'll have a hell of a time trying to get the electricity back up. Maybe the next time they have a witch visit, they'll remember to be a little kinder, or at least wiser. 

Wearing a broad smirk across my face, I walk off, bitter anger fueling my pace. Sure, I'd listened to Atlas when he listed off all the past troubles he was aware of with witches, but I guess I just didn't believe it could be so bad. Maybe that should have been evident when Elliot was towering over me, but again, I thought he was just prejudiced and ignorant.

Even the mortals know about witches, even the mortals fear us. But I know that it's possible that every one that's passed through here was bad. 

It doesn't make any sense. In most cities mages and witches live civilly, even if we run with our own crowds. Most mortals don't even believe in magic, they just see the outward motions and assume we're nuts. That's fine by me, it means less questions and unwanted chit chat. 

But here... oh there's so many reasons why I have to find Sasha. I just didn't think the town itself was going to be this bad. So what if it's on fault lines? Yeah, okay that means it's normally taboo for witches because we can set those off. But that's still no reason for this level of hostility.

The ground underneath sticks at my shoes, as the heat pulsates up from the concrete, threatening to ignite my rubber soles. I allow myself to walk a little higher, just a slight lift from my weight, not enough to fully leave the sidewalk. 

Passing through the crowded market streets, I blend easily into the crowd and watch the faces that pass by me with fear. Is this what my ancestors felt in Salem? Disconnect and terror that any passing child could point me out for condemnation?

Wrenching my eyes shut, I try to forget Nova's words and her underlying distress. I guess no friendship will come of that after all. Her summary of Atlas’ previous words were far more chilling than his warnings and sugar coating.

A lanky man with heavily tattooed arms knocks into me as I turn a corner; my bag swinging back away from my body with the impact, and I'm knocked out of my thoughts with an audible gasp.

“I'm so sorry, I didn't see you there!”

Dark blue eyes stare down at me from above high cheekbones, his gaze calculating and unamused. He doesn't say a word, but as his stare narrows to the clips in my hair, I know that he's assessing me for magic. A line of hieroglyphics follow his veins and almost glow with a vibrance I'm sure even the mortals can detect.

His complete lack of surprise at being bumped into stops me cold, as does the expression on his face. He reminds me of a hawk examining its prey, idly detached before it goes in for the kill.

With my stomach dropping into a tangled mess of knots, I stumble backwards, trying to block out the chill that's shooting down my spine. Shutting my mouth with a quick snap, I step back into the crowd and will myself to become invisible. My shrouding can only go so far, but in a crowd like this, it's likely he won't be able to track me past this street.

My heart is pounding, and as much as I would love to run to Atlas’ shop, I can't lead this man back there. Atlas said he'd protect me, but that doesn't mean I have to put a mark on his head unnecessarily.

Dodging down a side street, I'm vaguely aware of a drop in pressure and the edging in of dark clouds. The dirtied brick walls that accompany my flight are forgotten and abandoned, and the falling chain link fences on this side of town speak to the same level of neglect. Keeping my head down, I'm stunned to see a small spot of green amongst the dying grass.

Nettles. Nettles and narcissus.

I glance back, but there aren't any people or cars in sight, so I take a deep breath and pause to rest.

Staring down at the paltry plants, I know they're significant. Another wave of dread fills my throat, threatening to choke me with anxiety. Nettles symbolize resentment, narcissus speaks of pride. Something here is very wrong, and if witches were cursed here before, it's obvious some part of their essence never left.

Following the flowers down the road, I stumble across more and more nettles; a breadcrumb trail to a house that's nearly disintegrating with tainted magic. The rotted, grey planks are merely a holding place for energy that can't be contained, and my feet slow as I reluctantly follow its invitation. 

There's nothing I'd love more than to walk away, but this is the first hint of witchcraft I've found since I've been here. What if Sasha's in there, hurt and alone?

Oh, but the longer I stare at the building the more full it appears, dark energy oozing out of the very framework. If she's in there, she's not alone. 

A cluster of flowers bursts up on the east wall, and I step forth cautiously, torn between my sense of self preservation, and the much stronger sense of desperation.

Suddenly a shrill yowling echoes off the houses nearby, and I jump, my legs heavy in the humidity that's rolling across the air.

The demon from last night.

With no other options or ideas, I hurdle headfirst through the nettled yard and push my way through the door that's been haphazardly boarded up. 

The yowling stops instantly, but now I find myself plunged in darkness and a cold so deep, my limbs begin to numb.
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Chapter 12: Atlas
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THE BUILDING ITSELF is worn down with age, and the once crimson bricks seem to sag in slanted lines, each piece a faded pink. The people that come and go are considerably younger, but they too sag; weighed down with the heat that bears down on us all. In my jeans and work boots, it only takes a minute in the parking lot before sweat covers my hair and irritates my scalp. I don't think I've ever been so grateful for the need to handle counter work than today.

Swinging the door wide open as I enter, I pause to enjoy the embrace of air that greets me in frigid waves. Our electric bill may be higher for the next couple of months, but all the new business from tourists should balance it out. Even if it doesn't, it's still worth it.

Elliot is ringing up a customer, and nods curtly at my tardy appearance before wrapping up the weighted garden decorations the woman had selected.

Pinning on my name badge and grabbing a cloth to shine the glass display cases, I double check the inventory and make a mental note of what items we need to replace. As dim as the outward appearance is, the interior of our shop gleams like a dragon's hoard. We make, or repair, everything from silver earrings, to small pieces of furniture. If it's metal, and it's decorative, we do it.

Elliot's specialty is setting stones into jewelry and frames, and there's no denying that any item he sets will not budge. No matter how gaudy the jewel, or delicate the band, we've never had a complaint. Despite the Council's insistence that it's my larger works that keep the store afloat because of their protective properties, the fact is, Elliot's work alone brings in more business than any other jeweler's in the county.

“Hey Atlas, I'm glad you finally showed up.” Elliot joins me over in the back corner and begins to remove his name tag. Gazing up at him from where I'm crouched in front of a row of jewelry boxes, I acknowledge his disappointment.

“Mom dropped by today. It complicated things slightly, but you should have seen her Elliot. She had so much energy, she even decided to drive in and run some errands. There wasn't even any yelling involved!”

I might be deflecting, but I really am happy about it, and he should be too. As expected, he curls his mouth into a small smile, and he bobs his head in happiness, just like I do when I'm given good news. 

He's the same height as I am, though broader, and our faces are similar, but he resembles Dad's more than anyone else. Despite the differences, our expressions and body movements are much the same, and as children we'd often be mistaken for the other if we were seen at a distance or moving fast enough. I hated it then, but now that sense of family carries me through most days. Funny how that works.

“That's great, I'm hoping she makes it over tonight like she promised. You know how she is, sometimes she'll do one thing and use it as an excuse to sleep the rest of the day,” he pauses and glances around. “Where's the girl?

“She had an errand to run, but we've got plans to meet up later. I found out she's pretty good at cloaking herself so I think she'll be okay long enough for me to work a shift. And her name's Tania, remember? Tania. I don't think she cares much for being referred to almost as a thing rather than a person.”

Elliot flinches at the reproval. “I'll remember that,” he concedes, his tone earnest. 

Glancing at his phone he jumps and shoves his badge into his back pocket. “Okay, sorry, I've got to jet. I need to stop by the store before going to meet Nova. Her appointment is in an hour, and trust me, if I'm late she'll refuse to even get her blood draw done. Call me later and we'll catch up.”

His gait widens as he rushes out the door and leaves me to customers, my laughter the only sound in his wake.

At first, the time goes by quickly, wave after wave of customers continually needing my assistance. I may, or may not have sold a few items half priced just to get people out the door, because the entire time my mind is anxiously sifting through questions. 

Where is Tania, did she find the map, is she safe? The worry is enough to make me crack two display cases, in my frenzied fidgeting with the heavy ring at my hand. 

This is my mind when it's busy, and in the back of my head is a secondary panic, wondering how bad I'd feel if I actually had time to sit around and think. Of course, if I did have spare time I might not be so anxious, because I could actually be taking care of things.

I want to move, to go hunting through those woods and find that beast and figure out why it came after us. I've texted a couple friends asking if they’ve ever heard of such a creature, but the only responses I get back are jokes, questioning if I was drunk or sleepwalking. Nobody else has seen any unusual animals, and there's no possible reason I can think of for its sudden appearance besides Tania. She didn't seem familiar with its cry though, and nothing I've ever encountered resembles this thing.

About half an hour into my shift, Thomas Ursa saunters in with a large mailbox tucked under his arm. His cousin Eric trails along behind him, idly glancing around the displays. I hurriedly thank the young girls chattering at my counter for their business, and wave them out the door with the bracelets they'd bought.

“Hey guys, what happened with this thing?” I ask, indicating the copper plated box Thomas is setting down gently on the wooden countertop.

“You tell me, Atlas. Yesterday when I got home from work, it was fine. I walk out this morning to grab the paper, and it's all banged up.”

Sure enough, the once smooth, hammered frame is smashed in with deep imprints. Turning it over in my hands, I grow cold as I recognize the Celtic knot I'd worked into the side has been marred by claw marks.

Eric leans forward and gingerly brushes his fingers across one particularly deep gouge that goes through the metal itself. “It really is the strangest thing, isn't it? I figured you and your brother had a lifetime guarantee because I've never seen anything either of you've made get busted up like this.”

My heart beat picks up, and the knot in my stomach reminds me of the pain from last night. Holding back nausea, I force my voice to a casual tone and speak up, “Yeah I've got to say, it really is pretty strange. Hey Thomas, what's the rest of your porch like right now? By the looks of this thing, I'd be willing to bet some sort of creature did this number.”

Eric knows and accepts magic, as do most mortals who are close with mages, but I don't want to alarm the entire town. Mortals who can't possibly fight this demon are sure to panic, and I wouldn't blame them one bit.

Eyeing Thomas meaningfully, I emphasize the word creature so that he knows I'm worried about the occurrence. 

Sure enough, he understands that something magical is afoot, and confirms what I'd already guessed. “You know, that's the funny thing. There isn't anything wrong with my porch or door at all.” 

Knocking on the ruined mailbox, he draws attention to where the knot was and talks right at my face, “I would have to say that lifetime guarantee served its purpose. Whatever it was, couldn't get into my house at all and I'm betting the mailbox was the key to that.”

“Well you know what my dad always used to say,” I respond weakly, smiling for Eric's benefit. "The Riordan family can never keep any good luck, but we sure pass it on. Extra work for me, a nice clean porch for you.”

Eric seems to have caught that he's missed something, but assuming (correctly) that we won't discuss it with him, he changes the subject.

“Well, I'm not so sure about that now, Atlas. I saw you last night over at the pizza place. You must have had a little luck to get that girl out on a date with you last night. When was the last time you went out with somebody? It can't have been since Iris, could it?”

Thomas glances between us, his copper hair flopping back and forth across his peaked forehead as he moves.

“You had a date last night?” He asks, dropping his previously serious manner, as he throws himself fully into the matter of my dating life.

“Well sort of, but it ended badly because the restaurant had some sort of problem with the electricity. So there's nothing to really tell.”

I pray he lets it drop, because I can't think of any suitable lies to explain away who Tania is.

Eric shrugs and reaches up to clap my shoulder, “Well I'm sorry man, she was pretty one too. I guess your family really doesn't get to have any good luck.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” I chuckle forcibly. “Now about this mailbox,” I flip it over a few more times and ascertain the amount of work it will take. If that beast is going after my friends, Thomas is going to need it back on his porch by sunset.

“Copper is obviously a little too weak to go up against whatever picked a fight with it last night. Tell you what, I'll reinforce it with some iron, and then fix the copper plating and design.”

We spend the next couple of minutes haggling over a price, and I find it difficult to pretend I care about the money. If I don't ask for payment, they'll both be suspicious, and once suspicion is in the air, it travels fast and stays afloat. With my present houseguest and plans, that's not attention I can afford right now.

“Eric, can you do me a favor,” I ask, glancing up from the register to put in the deposit. 

“Go put up the CLOSED sign for me. Postal service won't go through without a place to put it, so I'm going to go ahead and take care of this right now.”

He obliges, and as soon as his cousin is out of earshot, Thomas leans across the counter. “Ok, so what is going on? No ordinary animal did this, but I've never seen a curse like this either.”

I deliberate for a moment, caught between my fear, and the desire to have a friend on my side. Another mage I can count on is good, but I'm worried that the more people I talk with, the faster the Council will be wanting a full account... and that would involve an introduction to Tania. Deciding to tell him a half truth, I talk quickly to avoid Eric's curiosity.

“I'm not so sure, but last night I was on my way to drop off my date when I heard this terrible screech. Then this thing, like an enormous cat came bounding out of the woods. It looked like a house cat, but huge. Mountain lion sized. And it's eyes,” I shake my head at the memory, haunted by the way it seemed to hunger for me. “Its eyes were like fire and something dark. I've never seen anything like it before.”

“How'd you get away?”

“My Dad's ring he made me for graduation. I threw it at the thing and it scampered. That's why I'm going to run this through with iron. Make sure it doesn't go sniffing around you again.”

Eric rejoins us easily, and Thomas thanks me for my time, his thin, normally ruddy hands, pale beneath the artwork that adorns them.

“Well, we'll see you later then.” They both wave at me as I lock the shop door behind them, watching their figures retreat with apprehension. 

Turning back into the workshop, I gather up supplies for the mailbox and shift a necklace Elliot's been repairing back over to his work bench. 

The silence that surrounds me is worrisome, and I realize how accustomed I've gotten to Tania's presence over the past day. It's actually odd, and more than a little concerning that I haven't heard from her by now. I promised myself not to go looking for her,  but this situation with Thomas makes that a goal impossible to keep. 

Fidgeting with the tattoos around my wrist, I once again start scanning the town lines  for her vibrant violet haze. At first nothing but mages appear, and I force myself to remember her cloaking habit before I allow myself to panic. Bile starts to rise in the back of my throat as that still doesn't work, and darting around the workshop, I grab at any tools that could help me find her.

Quartz! She was wearing quartz in her hair this morning. My feet spin around wildly as I turn back around for that necklace I'd just pushed aside. Taking it firmly in hand, I picture Tania's raven hair and the rosy stars she'd worked into it. The ink in my ribs burn more than my wrist, but knowing I have no time to wonder why that is, I ignore the sensation and focus on drawing more energy from the stone in my hand and picture the streets of the town.

Eventually, the faint violet hue comes into focus and I release the energy without grounding. Unlike Tania, I don't unleash magic into the air, but a current of power shoots through my body and promises a strong headache in the morning. 

Dropping Elliot's work onto the ground, I move towards protection charms, just in case. She's somewhere on the south side of town, and despite the amount of work I have ahead of me, I know there's no way I'm going to get any of it done until I know she's safe. Slipping an iron keychain into my pocket, I rummage through my dad's old workbench, doing my best to ignore the dust. 

Eventually my fingers brush across the chain of a necklace and I pull it out from a tangled mess of half done jewelry. Grabbing a silver hammered pendant of the evil eye, I string it on, hoping it's strong enough to do the trick.

The air is filled with static, and the wind that blows through my car windows smells like rain. Thunderstorms aren't so uncommon this time of year, but in light of my recent cards, I'm worried it's a sign of disaster on the way. 

Navigating through the streets is a game of autopilot, my mind only paying attention to passing pedestrians and raven haired girls in shorts and Chucks. Unfortunately for me, there's more tourists on the sidewalks than usual, and her outfit this morning proves to be more common than I'd expected. 

Before I go even a block, my heart jumps into my throat at the sight of a lean girl with hair floating about her shoulders, but the color is too soft; a dark brown instead of glossy black. Twice more, I have this happen, thinking I've found her before realizing that one girl is too tall, and the other too hesitant in her walk. Driving on, I don't bother to glance at their faces. 

The dark clouds roll in above the weathered rooftops, and the darker they get, the further into the residential streets I drive. I don't understand what she'd be doing out here. The only thing she'd mentioned was the dry cleaners. I curse into the wind, wishing I'd asked Eric what place they used.

Finally, I catch sight of a muddied shoe disappearing into a condemned house, and pull up to the curb, glancing in my rearview mirror as I park. 

The sensation of  being watched is once again prominent, but there's no mages, mortals,  or demonic beasts in sight. I’d love to believe the shoe isn't Tania’s, and although I have no idea why she'd be interested in such a dump, I still have to check. Unfortunately, there's no way I'm going to fit in the entrance she took, so it looks like I'm breaking and entering today... not just trespassing.

The wood is blackening and soft with rot, and the few windows that aren't framed in jagged glass are so grimy it's hard to tell they were ever anything but opaque. Despite the age of the wood, it's still sturdy enough that kicking it in could cause enough noise to alarm the neighbors. I press against a window, gauging the amount of glass I'd have to shatter in order to slip through, but my palm is met with such a heavy layer of dirt that I'm sure even the smallest cut would become infected. My only other option left is to charm my way in, and the possibility of burning myself again makes my throat go dry.

The static in the air builds, and the thunder resonates through my bones as it echoes across the housetops. My hands shake as I draw out a pocket knife and begin to etch runes into the wood at the hinges and lock of the door. Raindrops fall aimlessly over my clothes, and wedging myself underneath the spare awning, I summon extra strength into my palms and push the door open silently. It falls forward at an angle and I clamber over a mound of refuse that's been molding just inside. The smell of decay fills my lungs, and coughing, I force myself to venture deeper into the house. 
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Chapter 13: Tania
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I HATE THE COLD. 

I hate the cold, and I hate being blind. 

Once when we were little, Mother decided to throw a birthday party for me, something small with just our cousins... but because it was her event, it had to be flashy. 

Streamers and balloons billowed over our heads, and the normally quiet house seemed to be teeming with motion in every corner I looked. It was disorienting enough, but to add to this, she decided it would be fun to have a piñata. A paper mache cat was hung from a tree outside and I was told to break it open with a broom handle, but I wasn't allowed to see. 

The scratchy fabric of a dish towel irritated my cheeks, and as she knotted it behind my head, the pressure at the bridge of my nose began to ache. Then the screaming. The yells of “This way!” and “No, go up!”, “Aim lower”, surrounded me from every angle, and made me want to cry. But crying was a weakness.

I tried to talk my way out of it, I asked to let the others have a turn. But I wasn't allowed to put down the broomstick until I hit the damn thing, and she refused to take off the towel, because that wouldn't be fair. 

Eventually, I threw myself on the floor and shrieked so loudly, I burst the piñata open with an unintended spell. Every time I find myself in a dark room, I can still remember the smell of chocolate and butterscotch as the contents fell on my head, peppering me with tiny bruises.

Standing here in pitch darkness, I shake my arms, as though trying to dislodge candy wrappers from my shoulders, and instead I'm met with goosebumps. So I shrug my bag higher up onto my shoulder and edge my way through the room, keeping my eyes as wide as they can stretch.

“Hello? Sasha? Anyone?” My voice is thin and shaking, and I struggle to push the words out around my shattering teeth. The sweat on my face and legs is chilling over like a layer of ice on my skin, and I wish I'd had a jacket. Anything to cover my back.

More unsettling than the cold is a jabbing sensation in between my shoulder blades, like someone has their hand on my back. No. Not just like there's a hand on my back. My lips tremble as the pressure bears down and I feel them pinching into my skin... long, spindly fingers pressing into the cotton of my tee shirt.

My throat constricts with fear, and my head feels as though a smog is rolling through it, beckoning me to unconsciousness. Don't pass out... I can't let myself faint; that's the easiest way to get possessed, everyone knows that. 

But, oh God, those nails are sharp, and it's pushing against my back! How can this spirit be so strong on its own? There are no witches here, that means no Death Coven, right? 

“Who are you? Why are you here?” My questions are more whispers than anything else, but that's okay, I know they can hear me. Oh, stars keep me. Why can't it get its hand off of me?

“I'm looking for my sister, she's hurt... she might be stuck somewhere on your side. Can you help me find her?” Please, I want to say. But asking for help and demanding it yield different results, and as terrified as I am, the key to ghosts is to show no fear. I'm all alone, I can do this. I just have to pretend I'm in charge. Oh, I can't do this.

Clammy sweat slides down my palms as I grip the strap of my bag to steady the shaking of my hands. The pressure on my back only increases, so with ever weakening legs, I allow myself to be pushed into what I can only guess was a living room... at some point.

Daisies cover the walls in a garish, molded wallpaper that seems to elongate the room. The bay windows are boarded in rotting wood that fill my nostrils with the stench of mildew, and small flashes of lightning hit the room in disorienting fractures. My shoulders inch closer to my neck, despite my need to stay calm, and the chill has traveled to my lips, causing a numbing sensation that reminds me of bright lights and nitrile gloves. Is this why people fear dentists? A subconscious fear of cold and spirits?

“Where's the map?”

The hushed voice is neither male or female, but wholly immersed in urgency. Crap, now I'm hearing voices.

“How can I hear you? Where is my sister, do you have her?” Raising my voice, the only way I can push my words out is to sing them. Pretend you're okay, sing, everything is fine. Just don't let the spirit have power over you.

The mantras are no use.

Cold air rushes around my wrists, pulling them forward, and a whimper slips out of my throat. 

“Okay! Okay,” I relent, tugging the tablecloth out of my bag, my whole body nearly convulsing in the shivers that run down my spine.

The smog in my head thickens while I gasp at the frigid air, desperate for more oxygen, panicking against emotions I recognize aren't mine. Time slows down, and I want to ask what's going on, if only I could breathe. Maybe it's hours, maybe only seconds, but the lightning ceases, the room fades away, and then...

Sasha's standing in front of me, framed by the bright blue doorway and a backdrop of rain that scatters itself over the sloping yard.

“Tawny, I need your help. Rob went down to the creek. He said it was just another seance, to help her! But then it started raining, and the water is rising so quickly, I don't think he can get out.” 

Her words come out in a quick, gathered exhale, and she waits. The strap on her top has fallen down for the millionth time, and it's there in the harsh porch light, that I see for the first time how thin she's become. Deep hollows cave beneath her cheek bones and around her clavicles, her exposed shoulders are nothing more than skin and bones.

“Why was he messing with her, out of all spirits? Out of any spirits? Why bother any of them? They always cause pain!” I try to pull her in the door, already wondering where my phone is to call first responders.

“No, I need you to come with me, we need to go now!” The feral shriek that leaves her mouth stops me dead. This isn't my little sister. This isn't the girl who hid behind me any chance she could take. This woman is willing to stand in front of hell itself and tear down the gates to get what she wants.

“Sasha, I'm not a good swimmer, and we don't have a boat. What good could we do? Just let me call for help.” Stubbornly holding to a facade of normalcy, I attempt to soothe her, running my hand down her arm. It would have worked last month. Maybe even last week.

Jerking away from me, she backs further out onto the porch, oblivious to the rain that’s blowing sideways onto her back. I follow her steps, flinching against the weather. 

Her shoulders are set, and her back straightens as she stares me straight in the eyes.

“He'll drown by the time they get there. I need the Benavidez clan. They know how to handle these things. But you banned me from them! I know you did, you bound me away, and no matter how many times I keep trying to make contact, I can't!”

A weight drops in my abdomen, and bile raises to the back of my throat. She can't have tried to reach them, she couldn't be that desperate. Steadying myself against the doorway, I shake my head, “They will kill you. You know too much about them, all they care about is the Veil, if you go back there-”

“I know. That's why you need to go to them. They've never seen you, and like you said, they just care about the Veil. Well, she's going to cross the Veil and take Robert if we don't do anything!”

Dry heaving, I drop to my knees, only vaguely away of Elara at my side. As though she weren't already asking me to do the unthinkable, Sasha refuses to let me panic in peace. Her delicate hands pull at my shoulders, begging my attention.

“You've been trying to teach me all year, but I'm just not strong enough. I need you to get him help. I can't let him go, Tania. I just can't. I love him.”

The water running down her face could be tears, or it could be rain, but the only thing I can focus on are those last three words her lips wrap around.

She loves him. Loves him enough to risk her life, and mine. Because as much as I've tried to shelter her, she only wants to see the world... and if that world can only include one of us, she's picking him.

I'm the big sister, it's my job to protect her. So I do what I've always done, I stand up and I run for the nearest thing that can give her hope.

“Where are you going?” She yells, fighting to be heard over the downpour.

But I don't answer, can't answer, as I leave her behind. She'll know soon enough. They all will. Once you make a deal with a Death Coven, there is no going back.

––––––––
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AS I COME TO, PAIN hits me with the impact of an oncoming car, and I'm as unprepared as a deer in the headlights. Sasha, oh God, Sasha!

“Where is she? I don't understand!” My chest is aching, and I weakly hang onto the map, wondering if offering it out was the right thing to do after all.

“You need to get out. It will eat your soul!”

There's that voice again, and instead of feeling hands, a haze of a face shoves itself into mine. A woman, as grey as the darkness around her, and covered in more claw marks as any one person should possibly be. Her hollowed eye sockets follow my gaze no matter where I try to avert it, and I desperately wish the lightning would cease for a moment so I can stop seeing the horror of her face.

“They will steal you.”

Behind me, thunderous footsteps hesitate back and forth across the rooms, searching. With her last whispered words echoing in my head, I lunge forward, my pulse galloping through my veins as I try to clutch onto the ghost for help.

What a stupid thing to do. My fingers pass through insubstantial ice, and I lose my footing, just as I recognize Atlas calling out for me.

But I never hit the ground, instead the floor boards fall beneath me, and gruesome hands pull at my calves, dragging me under the jagged planks. Pain burns through me like flames against the cold, and I scream for him, scream for pain, and scream as though it could release me from these murderous clutches.
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Chapter 14: Atlas
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SOMEWHERE INSIDE THE squalid rooms, I can hear the silver tones of Tania's voice lilting up in questions. Relying on my sense of the ground, I rush past collapsed boards and rotting planks in the floor. 

Each room I pass through is darker than the last, the only light filtering in from busted  glass. The earth far below is giving off vibrations against the soles of my feet, cautioning me where the flooring is too weak, and I find myself trusting that more than my own eyes.

“Tania?” I call out, the back of my neck prickling and begging me to return to the car.

“Tania, where are you? It's me!” The air around me is chilling, and with my clothes already damp from the rain, goosebumps raise almost instantaneously. Something is definitely watching me, and I nervously grasp the knife in my hand a little tighter. A loud creaking noise from my left side draws my attention to a doorway leading upstairs, but before I can step in that direction, a loud crash meets my ears and Tania's voice raises in a halting shriek.

“Atlas!”

I dart across the back room towards her voice, nearly falling over as my foot kicks in a damp spot on the floor. Images of rotting hands dragging me by my ankle flash unbidden into my head, and wrenching myself free, I rush forward.

“Tania, where are you?” 

I can't breathe, the air is even colder than the night before, but carries the same weight to it. Suddenly I'm not terrified of the creature that's been stalking me, but that it's after Tania as well.

“Atlas,” her voice retches out in slight sobs. “Atlas, please help me, I need help!”

Shoving aside a pocket door, I crash into the living room, stumbling as the bay window offers no light from the outside world. Sheets of rain pound the walls in a pace that keeps up with my heart, and I can barely make out the top of Tania's torso in the shadow of  an overturned couch. She's fallen through the floor, and as I approach her I can see the frantic movements of her arms clawing at the ground before her. One hand grasps onto my ankle and as a warm liquid seeps into my shoe, a wave of nausea hits me; her nails are bleeding heavily and yet she hasn’t pulled herself up even an inch.

“Atlas, I can't get out, something is crushing me," she gasps. Her eyes are just another shade of black in this darkness, but I make out that they're streaming with tears and glossed over in panic.

My fingers are frozen, and I clumsily pull at the boards, not caring at how they slam into my hands and forearms, just wanting to get her out.

“It's okay, you're okay, I'm here, I'm here now.”

I can barely make sense of what I need to do because a terrible feeling of panic is overriding my senses. The only thing I know for sure is that I've got to get her out now. Despite the lack of visible threat, the storm outside and the temperature drop is warning enough; the creature from last night is here.

Tania clutches at my arms and flails like a drowning person, and though the wood breaks easily beneath my grasp, it's not enough to raise her up. I retrieve the knife I'd dropped, and begin cutting into the flooring the best I can, her cries echoing in my ears above the blood that's pounding through my head.

“I'm going to get you out,” I promise, not letting myself focus on the blood she's smearing onto my arms and chest. I don't want to think about how much she's losing to be able to make such a mess.

“You're going to be okay,” I swear both to her and myself, talking past her hair that's pressed against my jaw and neck as she clings onto my frame. There's a dirty linen under my knees that keeps sliding me backwards, and I eventually recognize it as the tablecloth from the restaurant. She got it.

“Tania what are you stuck on? I can't tell what else to move!”

Her fingers are still clawing at my shoulders, and she's shaking uncontrollably. “I'm not, something is pulling me down! It's crushing me! Help!” She gasps next to my ear. 

The prickling feeling at my neck has transformed into a full fledged chill down my spine. I've destroyed enough of the floor by now that I can see pieces of the foundation beneath that she's perched on precariously. Whatever is pulling her down is completely invisible.

Desperation pulses through me and I punch my leg in frustration as sweat pours down my face and tears well up in my eyes.

I need to get her out. It's maddening that I've done everything physically possible to remove her, and yet it's still not enough. Behind me, a dark presence is creeping closer, and once again, thoughts of hags and banshees plague my mind. Trying my best to vanish my fears, I slam my arm down on my leg in agitation. This time, a dull ache shoots through my thigh as I accidentally punch my iron keychain into my leg. The iron!

Tania's still sobbing, but her breaths are becoming fewer and far between. My eyes snap open and releasing one of her shoulders, I drag the necklace out and try to put it around her.

I brought the protection charm to protect her, and there's obviously magical interference at hand. If I can just get the necklace on her, it may have enough power to relinquish whatever hold is on her.

“No, help me, help me!” She begs between haggard breaths, her hands frantically clutching at me. Shit, she thinks I'm leaving her. The clasp refuses to open for me, and every second longer it takes, the lower she sinks, and the higher my panic grows.

“I am helping. I am, just be still,” I plead, wrapping the chain around her neck. “Just one more second Tania, please.” My fingertips keep slipping across the clasp, clumsy in the frigid air. Still, I keep on, blinded by my panic and the dark, and driven by my desperation to free her.

Just as Tania's hands begin to loosen in despair, the necklace locks, and I let it fall onto her chest as I circle my arms around her, catching her as she slips.

“Tania, hold on to me. I've got you.” I pray she's still conscious, and push myself backwards, rolling the two of us away from the hole. Her arms feebly tighten around my neck as I move, a weak shadow of her intention to hang onto me.

I roll us across the floor, moving her legs out of the ground and as far away from the gaping darkness before us. As my vision clears, I begin to fully process the danger we're still in, and quickly snatch the corner of her map from falling down into where she was a moment before.

“We have to get out of here,” she whispers, no bells or music, or any sort of life left in her voice.

Pulling her to her feet, I try to move us to the other side of the floor. Less than a step into the action, she collapses back onto the ground.

“My legs!” Her voice is as jagged as the windows, and thinner than the air that winds its way around us, threatening frostbite with every passing second. Abandoning my knife, I swing her up into my arms and shove the tablecloth on to her stomach as I barrel my way through the door and back into the rain.

Lightning is flashing so frequently the sky looks like a strobe light, and Tania tumbles easily into my back seat. The air out here is warmer, but the sensation of being stalked is still as strong as ever and I peel away from the curb before either of us even touches a seat belt.

Gasping against the grey upholstery, Tania wrenches herself into a seated position and buckles herself in awkwardly, twisting so that her legs stretch across the seat before her. Her dark hair is flat and ragged from the rain, and the cluster of stars drags at the ends, swinging against her shoulder.

My tattoos are throbbing and pushing magic across my skin, knitting together the tears in my arms from the wood. Tania, I'm startled to see, doesn't appear to have any such strong healing power. From my rearview mirror it’s clear enough that her legs are covered in lines of blood. What I'm not sure of though, is if each streak of blood is an individual cut or just the dripping of another wound.

“We need to get you to a hospital,” I yell over the rain. “Are you okay? What were you doing in there?” I flip the heater on and blink against the warmth, grateful for the thawing feeling that's working through my arms. My limbs are shaking so badly, the car is swerving through the storm.

“No, no hospital,” she stutters. “Take me home, I have to get home.” Her lips are a bluish color, her posture slumped and fading with her strength.

“Are you kidding me? Look at you!”

The knot in my chest is threatening to explode, forcing blood through my temples as anger and panic war their way through my veins. I don't know how badly injured Tania is, and my stomach is railing against fear of the worst.

“Need Elara,” she gasps at me, obviously in a great deal of pain. “I need Elara, please.”

Weighing the options, I decide to submit to her request, if only because my house is closer and I know we'll need some magic to put her right. 

The water that sloshes up over the road threatens to carry my car away with it, but I'm not a level six mage for nothing. Hanging onto the steering wheel, I envision a tether beneath the muddied water, pulling the vehicle through the storm to my house. As soon as I build that mooring strong enough into my mind, I clutch the keychain in my pocket and let it warm with power. Pulling it out and setting it onto the center of the dashboard, I'm relieved to feel my tires gain traction again and begin to move in the proper direction. 

Now that I'm confident we are going to make it to our destination, I can turn my attention towards keeping Tania cared for until we can get to the damn cat, and my first aid kit. Fumbling with the back of the passenger seat, my hands find a spare jacket I'd shoved into the pocket, and toss it over her.

“Put this over you now before your body completely goes into shock,” I command, my voice harsher than I'd like it to be. My chest is aching from stress and with each beat of my heart, all I can see is the third card I drew last night. The bleeding heart. The dying heart. Tania cannot be that heart. 

This rain came on heavier than anyone suggested it would, and while I will us through it, the image of a shattering figurine is superimposed on my brain. I couldn't figure out last night why the crack that ran down looked so familiar, but with the lightning flashing so rapidly around us, it's impossible to forget. The fault line on that little stone cat mirrored the town's fault lines on a map. The same shape I'd drawn onto my cards as lightning.

The first three cards have shown their colors, but the last one to come true is one I know I'd give my own life to change.

Readings can have several different meanings, I have to believe this one is no different.
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Chapter 15: Atlas
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WE PULL INTO MY DRIVE, and I lift Tania out of the backseat carefully. I don't realize I've been holding my breath until I'm stopped short by the sight of Elara darting wildly around the steps, a huge sigh escapes my chest.

“Good girl,” Tania breathes, her weight in my arms a little less than before.

“The purple vial, with the sage leaf, and the one I gave Atlas,” she murmurs to the yowling beast. Faster than I can blink, Elara has darted out into the rain through the cracked garage door.

“You really expect me to believe that cat can actually bring you the right potions?” I ask, kicking the kitchen door open and navigating over to the living room.

“No,” she responds. “But I trust her to know the right potions when I can't get them myself.”

“Fair enough,” I mutter, easing her down onto the couch cushions and flipping on the light. Now that we're in proper lighting, I can see her skin isn't just cut, it's inflamed, and the bottom half of her shirt is in tatters. Her abdomen is visibly bruised and covered in small lacerations. 

Kneeling down beside her, I take her hand in both of mine, flinching at its clamminess. “I'm going to get you cleaned up and have a friend come help you. Potions are great, but you need some physical care as well. Just try to stay awake, okay?”

Her hooded eyelids fall slightly and she forces them back up at my request. “Yeah, don't worry about me, just hide the map before anyone comes over.”

Nodding my assent, I rush out of the room, praying she can keep conscious.

“Please, Stone. Pick up,” I mutter into my phone as I shove towels aside to grab my first aid kit out of the cabinet.

“Hey Atlas, why didn't you text me back last night?” The phone isn't even done with its first ring when his familiar, lazy voice floats through, and I nearly drop the phone in surprise.

“Jason! Oh thank God! Emergency! I need you over at my place now!”

“Why, what's going on? Who is it?” His tone automatically changes and I can imagine him hurrying out the door, not a trace of leisure left. 

“A friend of mine fell through a floor and was almost crushed by something. Bring whatever you can that can help a witch, and whatever you do, don't tell a soul where you're going or who's here. Please Jason? I'm really scared right now, she's so pale.”

There's a slight pause of movement on his side of the line, and I can only assume that I've shocked him into stillness momentarily.

“I'll be there soon,” he replies, as I drop onto my knees by the couch. “Put pressure on any wounds you can see and clean them up. I'll take care of it from there.”

“What about potions? Can she take any?”

A witch healing herself is one thing, a mage healing himself is another. But a mage healing a witch? I really don't know what to expect from that.

Though Tania is barely awake, she manages to shake her head weakly at my question. “I don't care what they say, I'm taking my-”

Holding up my hand, I shush her and rummage through the box for some gauze and tape.

“Something for strength is fine. Quite frankly, I've never worked on a witch, if she has her own remedies it's best to start there.”

I nudge my phone up higher onto my shoulder and eye her wounds critically. The dark splotches on her waist scare me, but her right leg has a gash that's steadily bleeding. I need to stop that before I can worry about anything else. These wounds didn't just come from her falling through an old floor, and I'm betting we'll need the detox potion to fix anything else.

Positioning her leg upwards with a faded pillow, I fashion a quick tourniquet above her knee so I can stop the blood flow.

“Hold still,” I mutter to her, still listening for words of encouragement from Jason's end of the line.

“Have her take whatever she has. I'm already in the car. See you soon.”

As the phone clicks off, I let it drop where it is, and apply as much pressure as I dare onto the cut. Tania breath catches in a horrible rasping noise, and I clench my jaw, trying to ignore it.

“Sorry, I'm sorry, I have to.”

As the blood starts to lessen, I wrap the wound tightly, and dry my hands on my jeans. Tania's eyes are hardly open, and she's bitten through her lip, but to my surprise, she opens her mouth to argue with me once more.

“I am taking my potions, whatever you say,” she insists, her stubbornness evident despite her condition. 

As if Elara were waiting for those words, small paws appear silently next to me. Her deep black fur is standing straight up despite the rain that's covered her entire coat. Even more astounding is that in her mouth is a small, drawstring pouch, filled with potions.

“Well I'll be damned. Okay, give them here,” I reach my hand out to her, glad to welcome a sense of relief.

The tarry potion is the first one to fall out, and I use a spare medicine cup to measure out a tablespoon, the same as she gave me last night. Elara worms herself beneath the couch, and goes around to the back to push the wastebasket forward against my knee.

“Okay, here we go,” I tell Tania, helping her into a straighter sitting position and guiding the cup to her lips.

It's horrible to see her get sick after everything else. Her hair seems like it's knotting itself and swings forward in soggy clumps while her shoulders shake, her body desperately ridding itself of whatever cursed contaminant she'd touched.

Elara lightly pounces up next to her and nestles herself into Tania's lap. The transformation that's washing over Tania's face is incredible. Before, I was certain she was going to go into shock before Jason even made it over, but now color is rushing back into her cheeks. Her eyes are no longer glazed, and her shoulders straighten into a semblance of her regular, snapping posture. The potion appears to do the last of its work, so I set the container back onto the ground and turn to the next little bottle.

“Okay Tania, how much of this one,” I ask, relieved to see the slight flush in her cheeks and recognition in her eyes. Her hands find their way to Elara and wrap around her familiar in appreciation. 

“Two drops.”

Drops? Unscrewing the slight, black top, I find that there is in fact a dropper within it. Nodding my head, I fill up the dropper and motion to her to lean her head backward onto the cushions.

"Alright, be still for just a moment,” I breathe, carefully letting two drops fall onto her tongue. “Better?”

I can see even before she answers, it is. Her eyes are deep and reflective, bright with her usual determination.

“Yes, I think so. That one is specifically for healing, I usually use it when I've got a fever or something, but I'm about ninety percent positive it can handle internal bleeding.”

She pauses and rubs one of her bruises. “I hope,” she mutters. "Hey, the bleeding over here has slowed down, do you think we can get rid of the tourniquet? It actually really hurts.”

She gestures down to her legs and I seal both liquids before going back to wiping down the rest of her wounds. Thankfully, most of them are superficial, and I'm able to release the tourniquet confidently. Her foot twitches with the movement, and a flinch of pain causes her to reach out and grab ahold of my shoulder in response. 

“I'm sorry,” she gasps, loosening her grip as she grits her teeth. 

“Hey, it's okay,” I tell her gently, turning around and taking her hand easily. Her chilled hands fit perfectly in my palms, and the weight of them feels just right. At least, they do until she glances down at them and a pale blush travels over her cheeks.

“Right, uhm,” I clear my throat and stand. “I'm going to get you some water and a real blanket, and take care of this." I shrug a shoulder towards the trash can and go to clean up.

Elara meows after me and settles in comfortably on Tania's lap. I've stopped all the bleeding I can see, but those splinters still need to come out of her hands.

My stomach turns at the thought of anyone knowing about her, and I still need to ask her why she was at the godforsaken place to begin with. Which reminds me, I should probably hide the map before he gets here. The less people involved, the better. 

I finish disinfecting the trash can and stand at the sink for a long while, watching the blood run down my forearms and mix into the sink with the cascading white of soapsuds. Small splinters join the reddish tint and the smell of mildew and copper slowly washes away beneath the scent of the soap.

A persistent knock at the front door alerts me to Jason's arrival. I run back out to the living room, shove the tablecloth into the closet behind the door, and let him in. 

The rain is still coming down in sheets, and the broad man before me shakes his head like a dog before stepping in. His long hair is tied back behind his shoulders, and the jeans and leather jacket he's wearing tell me I've caught him on a day off. Nodding a greeting at me, he heads straight to Tania and opens up the leather doctor's bag in his hand.

“Hi, I'm Dr. Stone. Atlas here says you're a friend of his, so I hope you don't mind if I look you over?”

Tania shoots me an uncertain glance over his shoulder. Her red lipstick is smeared across her cheek, leaving her thin lips uncharacteristically colorless, besides the line of blood where she'd bitten through. Nodding at her, I head towards the kitchen to get her the promised water and a blanket from the hall closet.

His work voice takes over, brisk and reassuring, and I find it strange to hear in my house. I'm used to the laid back drawl he uses among friends, the gentle laughing that means all is well. Everything about my home is vaguely disconnected, and there's a slight nagging voice in my head that's guiding me through normal movements. 

The carpet beneath my feet is a cool grey, but have the fibers always looked that way? Has the linen closet always been so narrow? My feet carry me from one room to the next. A thick blue throw blanket seems like a good choice; warm enough to be comforting, dark enough to not be stained. The cool cup of water in my hand is heavier than it should be, and walking back into the living room, I just stop and stare at the tops of their heads. 

Jason's form is usually recognizable at any restaurant or pool table. Here it just seems strange. Tania's hair is even more foreign, no lifting or changing, no bright gloss in its inky black hue. Nothing but a matted, dull mess. I can tell they're talking and even though I can hear her soft voice responding to him, her frame remains as still as a statue. Jason nods at my approach.

“You did a good job with her,” he tells me as I walk around the couch. “There's one cut here that will need a couple of stitches, and I'll need to keep an eye on her for a few days for infection or internal bleeding, but so far, so good.”

His eyes remained trained on Tania, examining bruises that appear to be lightening as the minutes go on. I guess those potions really do work.

I smile wryly back at him, not really amused but trying to exhibit the right response. “You know me and El; between the two of us someone was always getting hurt. My mom got tired of it eventually and told us to start cleaning each other up. I guess it became second nature.”

“I really wish all my friends had that instinct, it would save me a hell of a lot of time. Now let me take a look at you,” he says, rolling up his sleeves even more and nearly pushing me into the armchair.

For the first time, I become aware of the rusted color that covers my previously green shirt, and the ache that runs down my shoulders and backside. Tania closes her eyes behind Jason, laying her head back down and shifting against the blanket I'd dropped on top of her. Elara's glowing eyes are just visible beneath the folds in the fabric, watching me silently.

Scanning me for a second, Jason hands me a large antiseptic wipe and nods his head, “Wipe off and stay there. You can wait a minute.”

He turns his attention back to Tania and pulls out a numbing agent from his bag. “Let me get that one stitched up really quick and then you can rest a bit.” 

His voice sounds far away and I hate how bothered Tania is, with her eyes once again open and her hands shaking in anticipation of pain. Before I can stop myself, I disregard Jason's instructions and cross the room towards her. He's pushing the blanket up away from her leg and pulling out supplies, wisely ignoring Elara who is growling nervously at him.

“I hate needles,” Tania whispers at me, looking smaller than I'd seen her yet.

“I think everybody does.”

“No, I mean I really hate needles. As in I tend to pass out, I hate them.”

“Not that it's any consolation,” Jason's voice drawls from the other end of the couch, relaxing as the situation calms down. “But you are already laying on a couch, so if you do faint, at least you won't hit your head.”

“Oh yes, wonderful. That's exactly what I want to hear.” Her voice has a sharp edge to it and I'm happy to hear that hint of glass. It may not be the music I was hoping for, but any sort of energy is wonderful compared to a few minutes before.

“Hey, watch me, not him, and give me your hands. I got you out of that floor, and I'm going to get you through the stitches too. This is a good thing, remember? No more bleeding all over my couch?”

I tilt my head to meet her eyes, as I squat down beside her, trying my best to alleviate her distress. Slipping her cool hands into mine, she trains her eyes on mine and takes careful, measured breaths. I can tell she's doing her best to keep nausea at bay and her focus on me, instead of her leg that Jason is cleaning off and getting ready to numb.

“Right. Sorry. No bleeding. No looking at the thing, no passing out in your living room. Fair enough. Although you were the one who passed out last night.”

“Okay, but we don't have to make it a daily thing. I'd like to actually make it to dinner one of these days.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jason glance at me curiously before starting to stitch. Tania's fingers tighten around my palms and her eyes twitch in an effort to keep her gaze on me.

“Are you even trying to help me find my sister? Or are you planning on continuing to have chaos ensue until the new moon?”

Although her voice is shaking, the challenging words are like a balm after seeing her so weak. Raising my eyebrow at her, I put my hand up to her face, blocking her view of Jason.

“Hey now, I was at work remember? You were the one that caused the chaos today,” I respond, intentionally keeping my voice gentle and pushing energy through my hands to calm her. Actual spell work is out, but she'd mentioned on the drive over last night that energy itself was safe enough. 

“I did not cause the chaos. It found me, trust me it wasn't my idea to end up in this predicament.”

Her eyes keep shifting over to my hand at her cheek, and I have to guide her face back to mine.

“Hey, I promised you were going to get through this, right? I didn't carry you all over the place today for nothing.”

“Alright you two,” Jason interjects, tying off his work and dropping his supplies into a sharps container to be sanitized later. “You can quit the flirting. All the needles are put away again. Miss, I'm just going to need you stay still for one more minute so I can cover it with a light bandage.”

I sputter in protest, stopping at the sight of Tania's gaping expression as she struggles to explain our situation. 

“It's not like that,” I finally say, wondering why it takes so long to let the words drop from my tongue.

Tania eases away my hands, and I move away awkwardly, settling back into my chair. He finishes tending to her cuts and pulls out the rest of the splinters before giving her some pain meds and an antibiotic. 

Watching him do this I can't help but question the rest of the contents in his case. “Do you just carry an entire pharmacy in there?”

His easy smile spreads across his face, and a low chuckle accompanies it. “Normally, no. We had a pharmacy rep come through today though. I had all the samples laying out since I was reviewing them. When you said there was an emergency, well I figured a few drugs might be needed.”

“Well thank goodness for that,” Tania sighs. “I think I can finally take a nap now.”

With that statement she really does close her eyes and settle back under the blanket with apparent ease. Jason raises his eyebrows and shrugs appreciably, “Huh, would you look at that. Fast acting. I'll have to start prescribing that one more often.”

I scowl at him and try sitting up, thwarted by a pain in my arm, as I jar one of the pieces of wood that are still lodged in my arm. The action doesn't go unnoticed, and Jason pulls his case over to me, ready to get to work.

“You know, you may want to redefine emergency though. From the panic in your voice, I would have thought somebody was dying,” he comments, one eyebrow raised at me.

“The potions did a hell of a job before you got here. But I wasn't worried about the physical injuries I guess... just what they came from.” 

It's dangerous for me to admit much more, but my head is getting light-headed just thinking about the terrible presence at the house. The entire drive over here I felt like I was fleeing a monster that could reach out and drag us back underneath those floorboards.

Lowering his voice, he takes advantage of our close proximity in order to question me. “So are you going to tell me what's going on, and who exactly she is?”

After so many minutes of feeling like I was operating on autopilot, I drop back into my own body, acutely aware of an uncomfortable feeling crawling over me.

“You wouldn't believe me even if I told you.” 

Jason scoffs at me and begins wrenching splinters out of my wrist, ignoring the sharp pain that elicits a loud hiss from my teeth. “Try me. You owe me that much. Whatever is going on seems to be pretty important judging by how you begged me not to tell anyone what I was doing.”

Groaning in defeat, I have to admit to myself that I could use a friend in all of this. Especially one I know has spoken up in favor of witches in the past.

“Her name is Tania. I met her yesterday at the music festival, and she told me she was looking for another witch some scrying spell had told her would be in town." I shrug tiredly.

“I told her I would help if she'd move on after she found them, and I ended up at her place last night talking.” His eyebrows couldn't get much higher, and I find myself emphasizing my actions almost as justifications for spending time with Tania.

“While I was over there a demonic animal showed up and I had to run it off, then today Thomas Ursa came in to get his mailbox fixed because something tore it up really bad.” I pause and clench my jaw to keep from crying out, one particular piece of wood is thicker than the rest and Jason is having trouble getting it out of my arm.

“Just hang on a moment. This is the worst one. Then we'll clean up the rest of you, you're lucky, you've avoided stitches this time around.”

Pressing a large section of gauze against my forearm, he repositions his grip and yanks the section out, prepared for the immediate outflow of blood. I'm hit with a wave of nausea, and the corners of my vision begins to blur.

“Hold on there, Atlas. I don't know how the hell you managed that one, but the bleeding should stop in a second.”

My only response is to groan, and clench onto the arm of my chair with my free hand, tempted to break it, if only it could distract me from the pain. After a moment the pressure eases, and I can feel him wiping the cut down once more before taping it up. My stomach feels off, but at least my lunch isn't still threatening to reappear.

“Now what happened next,” Jason prompts, reminding me he still doesn't know how we got scraped up.

“Oh, yeah right,” I mumble. “Last night I checked the town lines for any witchcraft and nothing turned up, so we figured we'd resume today... and split up. When Thomas came in with the mailbox all busted up, I realized that thing from last night might be stalking me. Nothing else about his home was damaged at all.”

Jason interrupts me sharply, pulling out the last of the wood particles. “What exactly is it, or what does it look like at least?”

“To tell you the truth man, it's like a hellhound in cat form. I didn't see it today, but after seeing that mailbox, I figured I ought to go find Tania just in case. Good thing I did too; I found her in an abandoned house.”

Jason's face is contemplative as he places bandages the last few cuts. “Why was she in there?”

I shake my head, desperately wishing she'd explained at least that much to me. “No idea. But I went in after her, and this horrible feeling came over me like we weren't alone in there... then she fell through the floor. I didn't know what to do, Tania looked liked she was suffocating, and it was too dark and cold. So cold.”

Goosebumps raise from the memory and I absentmindedly rub my arms.

“Do you think it could be a ghost? It doesn't make much sense for a hellhound to be sniffing around here, even with a witch in town. I'd believe an omen over that, and even then, it seems like the normal catastrophe that usually hits when her kind is in town is only affecting the two of you.” He asks, making air quotes as refers to the past trouble Hildrun has had with witches. Despite our conditions, Jason appears as calm as ever, no doubt believing I'm exaggerating the whole experience.

But a ghost, that's a possibility I hadn't considered. In a place that dark, it's easy to imagine a restless spirit lurking around. Shrugging one shoulder, I straighten up and watch Jason as he packs away his supplies once again.

“Yeah, I guess that could be just about right. I still don't know why Tania was there though, and I'm scared if anyone finds out what she is, they're going to blame her for the creature. Or ghost. Whatever that thing is.”

Though I outwardly agree with Jason's suggestion, I reflect on the solidity of the beast, and know it's more than just a spirit. I can't let him in on the rest of my worries, but having him be apart of it in at least this capacity is comforting.

“Do you think someone would hurt her? She's just one witch, and a pretty harmless seeming one at that.” Jason jerks his head thoughtfully towards Tania, and I choose my words carefully, noting that Elara is taking in every word we say.

“I really hope not, but Elliot met her yesterday and acted like a total ass. That's my own brother, and he didn't trust my judgement, how am I supposed to trust the rest of this town will?”

He draws the side of his mouth back, accenting the deep dimple on his right cheek; an asymmetrical grin that always drew attention when we were in the academy. It gives him a careless look, and his usual cadence amplifies that impression, although I don't know anyone who works longer shifts.

“You don't trust them, Atlas. Small town means home. It also means close minded. You're right to try and keep her hidden, but you can't believe people are going to spot what she is straight off.”

He stands and brushes his hands off on his lap. “Why don't you just shroud her in some of your energy and pass her off as a distant cousin?”

Gazing over at her resting form, I feel nothing but comfort at how peaceful she is right now, and I wonder if his plan could work.

“Or better yet,” Jason chuckles, jarring me from my thoughts, “tell people she's my cousin. Nobody's going to believe the two of you are related if you keep staring at her like that.”

Chucking a pillow at his face, I shake my head at him. “Don't you start with me, she'd never have me anyway, and she's planning on leaving in a month's time. Even if I was interested, and I'm not saying I am-” 

My ears are burning as I try to ignore Jason's shaking frame, his silent laughter interrupting my response. “- I'm done with flings, so I'm not really into her whole flitting-off-to-who-knows-where plan. I want to find someone to actually, I don't know, be with.”

“In that case, I'm sorry, man. I wouldn't want to be in your shoes.” His hands are raised up in defeat, and he stretches after being so close to the floor for so long.

He probably just wants to go home and sleep. Hell, I'd like to lay down and take a nap, today has been way more than I expected. But I still have to take care of Thomas's mailbox. I can't afford attacks on anyone else.

“Hey, Jason...” Geez I hate asking him for anything else. “I know it's your day off and everything...”

Jason eyes me with a tired expression, dropping his arms down in apprehension. 

“But, do you think you could just hang out here awhile with Tania? Make sure she doesn't need any help with anything?” 

Rushing over my words, I continue, anxious to get them out before he has a chance to say no. “I mean you're more than welcome to take a nap in the guest room or whatever, but I've really got to go fix that piece for Thomas before sundown.”

Jason grins easily at me, his voice and body at ease once more, “Sure, man. No problem. It's not often I'm asked to care for a patient by napping in the next room. I'm assuming you don't want anyone to know who she is or where you are though, right? If anyone stops by I'll just make up an excuse and in the meantime make sure she doesn't need anything. You said her name was Tania, right?”

“Yeah, Tania.” Even if he's planning on sleeping, I know I'm leaving her in safer hands than most. Glancing over to the couch, I notice Elara is purring, and I assume she agrees.

“Right, awesome! I'll just zip this up so the familiar doesn't mess with my things, and go lie down then.” Clapping his hands, he leans back on his heels for a second then grabs his case off the floor.

“Oh!” I slap my forehead and edge down the hall ahead of him. “Tania stayed in the guest room last night. You can use mine, let me just grab a jacket first.”

“Um, Atlas?” Jason watching me, amused.

“Yeah?” I stop, blankly staring at him.

“If you really want to keep a low profile, I'd change your whole outfit.”

Looking down I realize my jeans and tee shirt are still splattered in dirt and blood, and although my arms are cleaned up, a thick layer of grime remains underneath my nails.

“Yeah, good plan, thanks.”

I have half a day's work, and only a couple of hours to do it in, so as tired as I am, I push on. 

––––––––
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THE LIGHTS ARE STILL out when I reach the shop, so I assume Nova's appointment ran late, and let myself in through the back. Here, the dark is comforting, and breathing in the air, I can almost feel my dad's hand on my back.

“I need you,” I whisper out loud, brushing my hand over the top of his work bench. “You helped me save Tania today, you know.”

Three months without him has seemed like an eternity, and it isn't so much the big things that bother me. Taking over the shop, trying to convince Mom not to sell the place... no it's the little things. Just calling him for advice, having him greet me when I get to work. Helping me figure out when I'm blowing things out of proportion, or not letting myself feel anything at all.

I don't know what I'm doing. I can't lie to myself and say that Tania's appearance is changing my life; my life changed as soon as I got that phone call. 

It's one thing to have a heart attack in the middle of the street, but even if they could have helped that, the impact of his car hitting a streetlight meant there was no coming back.

It feels as though everything stopped with his death. I've done nothing but push through as normally as I can, but the town itself is starting to feel like an anchor. No matter where I turn, there's traces of his magic imbued in every road, every street, and how can I move on when I'm trapped with those reminders? 

I can understand why my mom doesn't like to leave the house. It's painful to wrap myself up in just this workshop, but it helps because I can feel him here. I can remember how happy he was here. Out in the town, we can still feel him. But it's twisted up and vague, mixed up with the craziness of the town and the pain of his death.

Usually the only deaths that leave such a large stain are those that were cut down before their time. At sixty, he still seemed pretty young to me, so I can easily see how much time he should have had left.

Standing here in the quiet, I have to force myself not to fall apart. Not to scream, and cry, and grieve over my dad. Not to panic over the demon that's after either me or Tania. Not to anything but fix up that stupid mailbox. Thomas needs to be safe, we all do. Whatever that thing is, it’s power mad, and driven by an instinctual hunger that overpowers all other senses. My gut tells me that much, and after years of dismissing its heedings, I'm finally learning to trust my intuition.

So I work. I work and ignore the pain that's edging itself out. The heartache of everything that's gone wrong; the fatigue that's plagued me for weeks that I pretend doesn't exist; and the physical pain that reminds me of this afternoon. I work and I let it all out. I work, and for once, when I say that the prize was made with blood, sweat and tears, I can say it without a hint of humor in the words.

Eventually, I run out of work.
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Chapter 16: Tania
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I'M VERY FAINTLY AWARE of being wrapped in a cocoon, some sense of safety that seeps into the dark edges of my mind. I think that's the only thing keeping me sane, because I don't know how many more times I can keep reliving this.

“Sasha, I promise, I will always take care of you.”

Clumsy fingers intertwined with mine are a familiar sight. The pin pricked tips on each one are not. As blood drips down and between each of our hands, I repeat my promise again.

“I will take care of you always, even after I die. You'll never have to be alone.”

We're eight and twelve. We're alone at midnight once more, and we're never going to be apart again.

“Are you sure, Tawny? What if she makes you go away again?” Her pale face trembles in the candlelight.

“Shush, Bug. This isn't how the spell is supposed to go.” Guiding our hands down into the rose quartz bowl, I wash our palms together, ignoring the squirming in my stomach as red overtakes the water.

“Now what?” She whispers, her voice hushed by the blankets above our heads. “We don't have to drink that, do we?”

“Eww no, Bug. We're not dark witches. We're going to plant it. As long as this little jewel grows, my promise will stick, see?”

Showing her the succulent I'd bought on my way home, I give her what I hope is an encouraging smile. I told the salesperson I needed something sturdy. This better work.

I pour the bowl into the soil of the pachyveria glauca, and place it carefully outside the windowsill. Thank goodness Mother picked a place with window boxes.

“Now you wipe down that bowl and leave it in the moonlight to get clean. I'm going to take care of the rest of this before she gets back.”

The small pin we'd used to prick ourselves lies open on the carpet, and I'd hate for her to accidentally jab herself. It was bad enough that she had to do it once on purpose. Running it through the candle flame once, I pin it on to my quilt, and latch it shut. Then I blow out the flame, and run the candle back down the hall, eyeing the dust on the shelf as I make sure to put it back where I found it... just right.

There's clipped heels near the door, and a languid voice slips through, charming whatever person she has on her arm.

Sliding back to our room, I pull Sasha away from the window, and stash the dirtied towel beneath the mattress.

“The fort, get back in the fort!” I hiss, pushing the bedspread back into place.

“Let me just check on my girls, you know how the full moon gatherings worry them. I swear, you'd think they were scared to be home alone or something, the way they fuss.”

We dive back into our nest of pillows and I yank the quilt over our bodies, then throw my arm over Sasha. My heart is pounding, and my throat is in pure agony trying to slow my breathing to convincing sighs. But we appear to be asleep, and a moment later, the heels click their way down the hall once more.

I'm left holding my sister in my arms as I try to overhear the scheme's being hatched in our living room, and wait for the sun to rise.

––––––––
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“THE SUN NEVER ROSE,” I mutter into the blanket.

“I'm sorry, what?” Dr. Stone's, Jason's, face looms in front of mine, and I jerk back, alarmed. He sets down a blood pressure cuff, and cell phone on the coffee table then retreats to the other side of the living room, eyeing me with concern.

“I'm sorry, I was just checking your vitals, I didn't mean to wake you. Atlas called and wanted to see how you were.” 

“Atlas called? He's not here?” My heart does a funny little twitch, and before I can process anymore, Elara is in my lap, purring away.

Everything must be fine then. Atlas went out, and his friend is taking care of me. This is... not what I'm used to. But if anyone meant me any harm, Elara would have his eyes clawed out by now. So, scratching behind her ears, I consider thanking Jason for checking on me. Even if it is creepy.

“Don't worry, he's on his way back now. He had some work he needed to finish, from the sounds of things, you scared the crap out of him and he closed shop early. But he's just grabbing some dinner for us now.”

For us. Us? Like the two guys? Or the two guys and me? 

I guess I can consider the dude who sewed me up an ally. That'd be a useful one to have... I'm not sure what shape I'll find Sasha in.

“Is there anything you need?”

I stare at him, finding words fail me once again. There's plenty I need. My sister, whole and safe. My mother's love and approval, that I'll never get. A home.

Nothing he can fetch me.

“No. No I'm okay, thanks.” My voice comes out steady enough to me, but he's still staring, so I change my mind.

“Actually, yeah. Tell me about Atlas.”

“Atlas, what about Atlas?” His mouth lifts into a smirk, and the dark hair that falls over his shoulders harkens an air of lazy amusement to the room.

“I don't know. He's pretty young, but has his own house, he lives in... alone. That's interesting. He works with his brother, I get the idea they argue a bit. And he's putting up with me after I basically cornered him and demanded help. Most guys would have gone running, or I don't know, sent me running?”

There I go, rambling again. It's either that or snapping at people. It's a wonder they've put up with me even this long.

Jason pushes his lip out thoughtfully, and falls into the armchair with a thump. Crossing his arms behind his head, he lifts his eyebrows and chuckles. 

“Atlas is... one of my closest friends. Certainly one of the guys I see the most, when I'm not working. This house,” he knocks on the wall behind him, “was built by him and his dad. Kind of a hands on lesson for practical mage work. Elliot's got a matching one just a little while down the road; their mom owns the land.”

He built this place? My jaw threatens to unhinge itself. I thought it was impressive he had his own place... but to build it? It makes my raggedy little trailer look even more like a dump on wheels.

“Is that common around here? I've never heard of mages in big cities doing that sort of training.”

“Yeah, well, they're in cities,” Jason smirks back at me. “They probably learn how reinforce public transit or ground bus stops to lower crime rate. But, yeah,” he continues. “It's normal around here. Families are real big on homesteading.”

“And he's always lived here alone?” The words fly out before I can even process what I'm saying. Oh, geez what a way to make myself sound like a guy crazy fool.

Damn my light complexion! A burning blush travels uncontrollably up my neck as Jason fixes me with an all too knowing gaze.

“More or less, yeah. He's waiting for something serious, what can I say? He's a pretty old fashioned kind of guy. But why are you so interested? He said you're looking for someone, why would Hildrun be the place?”

I shrug, carefully pulling my legs into a more comfortable position.

“I really don't know.” Starting at spot on the curtain, I allow myself to detach slightly. It's hard to really admit why I'm here, my mouth is back to tasting like pennies at the very thought. 

“My sister, she got into some trouble where we were before... And it's always been my job to take care of her. I tried to do that, but things got kind of messy. We got separated, and...” I hesitate, scared to let on the extent of my problems. “And,” I push on. “Our coven decided I didn't do a good enough job as a guardian and disowned me.”

“What the hell? For something your sister did?” I can see Jason leaning forward in my peripheral, but I make no effort to focus on his blurry form.

“It was my job to keep her out of trouble." I shrug, feigning casualty.

"I failed. But she's still in danger, and I've got to find her, and fast. The spell she cast ends at the New Moon, and if I can't find her before anyone else does... she'll end up trapped in the Shadow World.” 

Jason's face reads like a blank slate, empty, indecipherable, and dark. Clearing my throat, I go on, “There's this mirror I have, an heirloom really.” 

Cursed object... family heirloom; tomato, to-mah-to. Just something I'm stuck with like all the other Tempest women before me.

“It's specifically for scrying, and is deadly accurate, but the trade off for using it is that there's always a path you're put on to complete. Or some sacrifice you need to make. I'm never sure what it's going to be, so I try not to use it...”

“But to say finding your sister is an emergency is an understatement, so it's no wonder you'd try. So it brought you here?” Jason guesses at the rest of my words, and I'm so grateful to not have to say them aloud, I just sit and nod.

“And where exactly does Atlas fit into all of this?”

“I... he... well I don't know how to describe it. I was looking for Sasha and it hasn't been going well. Then I ran into Atlas, and there was just this weird feeling, that he was someone who could help. So, I may have, kind of cornered him and tried bullying him into helping. For whatever stupid reason, I was lucky enough that he agreed. And I like him, he seems like a good guy.”

He sinks lower down in the seat, lounging as he speaks. “Yeah, that's Atlas for you. He doesn't know how to not help people. It drives me nuts sometimes, but in this case, I'm sort of glad for that.”

I tuck the blanket further under my chin and blink against a wave of exhaustion. “So am I.”

We talk for another twenty minutes. I'm lazily passing the time, as my head is still spinning from the day, and the meds; but I suspect Jason is analyzing my every move and word. What I can't tell is if it's from a medical view or as Atlas’ best friend kind of view.

Eventually, Atlas wanders in, his muscles in full view as he carries in bags and boxes of food. Elara sets her head up higher to watch him from my lap, and I cautiously turn my torso over the back of the couch as well.

“Awesome, man! Pizza!” Jason dances around the kitchen slightly as they put away groceries, both men intent on getting food on the table.

“You are so strange," Atlas remarks. Shaking his head at his friend he mutters on. "How can you be a doctor, and act like a kid at the same time?”

After a couple of hours being away from Atlas’ voice, I'm amazed at what a balm those few words are. Strange what can change in the course of a day. 

Jason closes the pizza box with his elbow and motions towards Atlas with a laden plate. “It's all part of balance, my friend. Besides, I was starving. Did you know your fridge is practically half empty?”

A puzzled look hits Atlas as he wrenches open the fridge and checks its contents. “What the hell are you talking about? There's leftover fajitas, sandwich stuff, salad, drinks, eggs; there's tons of food in here.”

“No man,” Jason's solemn face is at odds with the pizza he's waving around in his hand. “No, you've got lots of ingredients, and food that your friends don't feel so comfortable just taking from your kitchen. You need to keep more snacks around here.”

I hold back a laugh, and then flinch at the sore bruises on my ribs. That's going to take some getting used to. 

“It's not my fault you didn't eat, and you could have texted at any time, you know.” Setting down a small can of food for Elara, Atlas pauses to stick his head in the living room.

“Good to see you're awake again. How are you feeling?” His eyes are full of guarded emotions, and I wish I had my glasses on. What I wouldn't give to be able to see his aura without them!

“I'm okay.” I rub my ribs ruefully, and continue trying to ignore my legs altogether. “I guess I'm just lucky a house didn't land on top of me.”

Accepting a plate from Jason, I readjust my, well, really Atlas', pillows, and stare at the slab of cheese and grease in front of me. Maybe pizza isn't the best thing to eat after having splinters shoved into my hands today. 

Finally I work out a way to wrap my napkin around the crust. There! Now I can eat and not sting my hands! Glancing up, I notice Atlas staring down at me, frowning.

Jason's still happily eating in the arm chair, and... there's no more seats in the living room.

“Oh I am so sorry!” I yelp, scooting myself to one side of the small sofa. “I'm sorry, here I am taking up all the room,” shoving the blanket to the floor, I shiver as the cool air hits my bare legs. My shorts are now way more cut up than cut offs, but there's nothing to do except pretend that the style is normal until I get a chance to change.

“Oh no it's okay, I'm sorry, you don't have to move for me. I could have sat on the floor or something.” He's obstinately standing with a soda and plate balanced in his hands, but the way his back slouches shows off just how tired he is.

“Don't be ridiculous. It's your couch.” I can't imagine how he's holding up after everything. Mages must have some serious healing skills I wasn't aware of, because he's bordering on super human invincibility right now.

Up close, I can see the scrapes that run up and down his forearms, interrupting the lines of ink that flow into each other. The blues are especially bright, and I resist the urge to pull on his arm for a closer look.

People don't like to be treated like books. Even without tattoos, I know that. 

So we sit, and the guys joke while I pretend to be fine. It's comforting to be taken care of, but every time I blink, I see the ghost from the house. She was gruesome, but I don't think she was the thing dragging me down, her words were too much of a warning.

They're going to steal me... who's going to steal me? There's no way the Benavidez sisters followed me this far, I shook them off back in Houston. Besides, the spirit that was after Robert was ready to steal his soul, and this woman looked like she was clawed to death. Totally different types of ghosts.

A chill runs down my spine as I remember the yowling that sounded right outside the building. Atlas said it was as big as a mountain lion... she said something about being eaten. Could she have died from an animal attack? 

The lack of background noise alerts me to a shift in the emotion of the room. Both men are staring at me, an unanswered question hanging in the air.

“What was that?” I mutter, suddenly aware of the cold pizza still sitting in my lap. 

“Are you okay?” Atlas takes my plate, and angles his face around to mine.

I can't look at him right now, his eyes are so concerned. Too caring. If he keeps on like that long, I'll break down, and there's no time for that.

“Yeah,” I rub my eyes. “Just tired, excuse me. I'm going to go get cleaned up.”

Limping my way to the guest room, I grab some clean clothes and pause for a moment to catch my breath. Shuddering gasps pull at my bruises, and I consider again, why that stupid freaking mirror told me to come here.

It's related, I know it is! So why can't I see why? Rubbing my already busted lip, I choke back tears and stumble down the hall for a shower. Maybe after I've cleaned up I can sleep. I'm tired of being conscious.
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Chapter 17: Atlas
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“WHEN ARE YOU GOING to tell her that you like her?” Jason poses the question innocently, moving his stone to the end of one of my pairs, then collecting them both. I let my face fall, both at his question, and that the fact that I'm losing the game.

“Cut it out, Stone. I told you, she isn't interested.”

Glancing to his right, he listens for the sound of the shower, and leans in towards me. “You know, funnily enough, I was talking to her earlier, and I think she might be.”

Raising an eyebrow at me and resting his chin on his palm, he continues. “She told me that you really surprised her today, and mentioned something mushy about your eyes.” He sings out the last five words and grins mockingly.

Sliding one of my stones between his, I disrupt the linework he was intent on, and blow a puff of air out of my nose.

“Something mushy about my eyes? Oh yeah, sounds like she's head over heels already, and true love at first sight really does come true!” I quip back in an overly energetic tone.

Despite my sarcasm, I really do like Tania more than I should. I've been trying to ignore that fact, but there it is; it's difficult for me to not find her attractive. She’s witty and enchanting, in more ways than one. I love how her eyes flash when she's excited, how her occasional smiles hint that she knows more than me, or anybody else, no matter how small or few between those smiles are. Then there's the way her wiry frame slinks when she moves, coming off as both feminine and strong at the same time. She's kind of mesmerizing. 

“Earth to Atlas. Hello? Come on, man. I know what it's like to be hung up over someone, but this is just sad.”

Startled, I stare up at Jason, who is motioning to the board in impatience. Waving at the coffee table, he shakes his head in exaggeration. “Are you planning on playing your turn, or are you just going to keep ignoring me?”

Heat rises up the back of my neck, and I work to keep my face natural. “Hey, I'm looking at the board aren't I? Do me a favor and consider shutting up, nobody said anything about me being hung up on anybody.”

Pushing himself up from the coffee table, he makes his way to the kitchen and helps himself to another drink. I pinch the bridge of my nose, and hastily place another stone on the board.

“I mean, I just did. But if that's how you feel, I guess you don't need to hear about how safe she felt when you were carrying her in here. Or how your eyes are like gold, glinting in the sun. It honestly sounded silly to me anyway, I've always thought your eyes were always just a plain, dirt brown.”

Flicking my soda cap at him, I try to shake off his words, and glance down at Elara, who's winding herself in near knots around my ankles. Just what I need. A small, furred spy literally sitting at my feet.

“So when are you leaving tonight?” I ask him, fighting to change the subject. An amused expression crosses Jason's face and I groan, knowing even before he opens his mouth, that I've failed.

“Why? You planning on sweet talking a witch after I've gone?” He smirks at me. “You know, this means you should start saving money, right? According to her prophecy, she's skipping town at the new moon. You're gonna need some cash if you're going with her.”

“You know what?” I point my finger at him, and lean forward. “I was going to tell you to be careful on your way home. But now, I think I'll just ask you, once again, to shut up.” 

His boisterous laughter carries throughout the room, and he gazes at me earnestly, “You think I'm teasing you, Atlas, but I'm serious. You don't see how you look together. She never stopped watching at you while you were here earlier. Never stopped asking questions about you while you were gone, never let out an ounce of energy until you walked back through the door. I swear, she almost physically lit up. Then there's you!”

He gestures to me, and I'm biting the inside of my mouth to keep the corners of my mouth from stretching upwards.

“You're cautious with her, but she talks, and you nearly start humming in happiness. If there's any opportunity to hold her hands, you take it. Then I say the slightest suggestion of you having interest, and you go blinking and rubbing your face without even noticing you're doing it.”

More than anything, I want to argue with him, but even as I go to open my mouth, I find that my hand is in fact, rubbing at my face.

“Whatever it is, it's my business, not yours. So I'd appreciate it if you could just butt out. Right now the only thing I'm interested in, is this game, so come on. Let's get back to playing.”

Jason shrugs noncommittally, and pops another pepperoni in his mouth. Settling into his seat once more, he eyes the board and sweeps another one of my pairs to his side.

“Pente!”

“Damn it.”

He probably distracted me just to win the game. I don't know why I didn't catch that before, it's something he's notorious for. 

Stretching his arms into an exaggerated yawn, he slaps his lap then stands up to reach for his case. “Alright Atlas, I'm headed out. I'll leave you to your business.”

I roll my eyes at him, and start sorting through the game pieces, putting everything away.

“This one's for you to take, instructions on the back,” Jason is holding up a thin cardboard box. Antibiotics.

Tapping his finger on another carton laying out, he continues, “Here's Tania's. Make sure she takes it. Then I'm also leaving this cream here. Antibacterial properties but should help with the pain more than anything. Suitable for witches and mages alike, just don't let that familiar eat it.”

Elara's eyes glow from her position at my feet, eyeing him reproachfully.

“If you say so, but I seriously doubt she'd want that stuff anyway, she's smarter than that.”

Jason shrugs and tosses the wide jar at me anyway. “Just letting you know. Call me tomorrow if you need anything else, otherwise I'll swing by on Wednesday in between my split shift and check how the two of you are recovering.”  

Double checking the latches on his case, he scratches behind Elara's ears, pats my arm as a goodbye, and then steps out into the night.

“Jason?”

I pull the keychain out of my pocket and toss it at him, grateful for his quick reflexes as he catches it instinctively. “Keep that on you at all times, and let me know if you see a giant cat anywhere. It's been awhile since I've gone hunting.”

A grim look crosses his face, causing the angular cut of his jaw to appear even sharper than usual. With a curt nod of his head, he clambers into his truck, and drives into the darkness.

I'm not sure how long I stand there, peering into the road, but I feel the need to keep watch. The land is so heavily warded there's little chance anything could come through, but even so, in the still of the night I have to wonder. 

A gentle hum of crickets call out from beyond the porch, and somewhere nearby a click beetle is flipping over. My mind is heavy, but staring into the sky, I find a startling array of constellations much clearer than I've ever seen them before. They wash the worries from me in mere moments, and it's not until I sense movement behind me that I close the door and refocus on my living room.

“Hey, did Jason leave already?”

Tania's standing in the center of the room, grasping a bandage in one hand.

Nodding, I wave at the door and step closer to her, eyeing her unsteady stance with trepidation. “Did you need something? He barely left, I could probably call him back.”

Her hands and head shake back and forth in sync, as she quickly responds, “Oh, no, really it's okay. I just wanted to wrap up my leg so I don't end up getting anymore blood all over the place.” 

While she speaks, her eyes dart quickly over to the couch and survey the mess. The cushions and blanket are still smudged with blood and dirt, and she moves her shoulders uneasily at the sight, obviously bothered by its presence. Drawing my eyebrows down, I wrap an arm around her shoulders to steady her, clear off part of the couch, and move the blanket to the side to be washed. Her slender hands press heavily into my forearms as she struggles to maintain balance without letting too much pressure fall on her bad leg.

“No, don't worry about that. Everything can be cleaned off, I'm just happy you're okay. I've got to be honest, you scared the living daylights out of me earlier.”

“I'm sorry,” she blushes, pushing her dripping hair back behind her ear. “I guess it was dumb of me not to find you first. I just felt like I needed to start finding answers, and was drawn to the house. I got a little carried away, and went on ahead without thinking.”

Her fingers flutter around her forehead as she talks, toying with a few free strands of hair that persist in falling forward. Taking the bandage from her hands, I lean away from her to grab the jar Jason had left on the coffee table.

“Don't even worry about it,” I repeat. “I'm just glad you're okay,” I insist, while prying open the stainless steel lid. Once it finally comes free, I grab a spare napkin from underneath one of our used plates and scoop out a good amount of the paste. “Just don't do anything like that again,” I add, glancing up to look her in the eyes. “Luckily I got there in time and Jason was available to stitch you up, but...” Shaking my head, I motion for her to bring her leg up so I can tend to the cut.

“I just don't want something to happen to you, and not be able to get there in time. I don't know what kind of life you normally lead, but at least when you're here, just please, try to be careful.”

A weak smile crosses her face, and she holds her leg still, eyeing the napkin in my hand. “I make no promises, but I'll do my best,” she concedes.

I can feel her cool eyes, refusing to move from my head, as I carefully dab some of the paste across the stitches. Her skin is pale, and the cut itself, although cleaned and sewn, is still an angry purple. The jagged line that courses its way down her calf reminds me once of the storm card, and I pray that this is the worst of the injuries to come.

“Does that hurt at all?” I question, noting a quick intake of breath she draws as I press gauze and bandage over the whole thing.

“Just a small bit. It's okay, it needed to be done.”

Her voice is strong, and that contradicts with the tightened muscles that still rest in my palm, and the stiff expression on her face. Cautiously setting her leg down, Tania catches my eye, her gaze softer than I've seen it yet.

“Thank you.”

I'm caught in the sincerity of the words, and find myself leaning towards her, wanting to swim, or even drown in that metallic glint of her eyes. So many grey eyes shine flat, as though they're made of glass or metal, but hers are as deep as the sea.

“You're... you're welcome,” I stammer, her breath just barely grazing my face. I'm a fool for wanting a woman who made it clear she was planning on leaving the moment I met her.

She draws back quickly, a deep blush raising from her neck as she tucks her chin downwards. “So I guess we should go over things,” she ventures, clearing her voice as she speaks. Shaking off my reverie, I clear the coffee table and take the trash back into the kitchen.

“No,” I assure her. “No, there's enough time for that tomorrow. Just go get some sleep. We'll talk better after we rest anyway.”
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Chapter 18: Tania
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“TANIA, YOU NEED SOME rest.” Atlas is speaking to me, but all I can do is stare back. 

Whatever he's thinking, all I want to do is figure out today, and know I'm safe. But according to him, talking can wait. What timeline is he working on? His own, or the one where I have a little less than two weeks to find my sister and escape this town?

“Tania, you're safe. Now you need to sleep. We have work to do tomorrow. Did you want to stay on the couch, or are you going to your room?”

How did the guest room turn into my room? When was the last time I had my own room outside the RV? These questions trigger a sense of action in me, giving me the strength to rise and speak.

“Good night, Atlas. And thank you, again, for everything.” My voice is soft, but he acknowledges it with a slight smile gracing his haggard face.

“Let me help you down the hall, then I'm going to check the wards one last time before I turn in.” He supports my weight, allowing me to lean against him so my leg doesn't hurt as badly as it would if I stumbled around alone. Elara winds her way about our feet, pushing against my ankles when they feel weak, and supporting Atlas in his task. It's peaceful.

I don't know what to make of Atlas anymore. It's easy to forget why I'm here when he's holding me, even though I know it's not romantic in the least. I just miss having easy problems like crushing on a guy. Even so, I'm starting to like him too much, and it would be unfair for him if he felt the same way back.

What will happen to his world after I leave?

He's so selfless, and doesn't seem fazed by my rudeness when it slips out. In fact, he hasn't even mentioned how he wouldn't have had to save me if I'd just met up with him when I was supposed to. Instead, he brings me water and some medicine, then closes the door. 

My thoughts are too scattered, and the worst of them are flitting around just beneath the mundane. It's too hard for me to stay awake anymore, so opening the curtains, I curl up under the heavy quilt, careful with my aching leg. The glass is curiously fogged over, but turning my face to the stars that barely twinkle through it, I allow Elara's purring to lure me to sleep.

––––––––
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SASHA'S FACE IS RED from the sun, bright splotches appearing on her cheeks as she huffs.

“Tania! This, isn't... funny!” She pants at me, hands on her dirt covered knees. The air smells like sunblock and soil, and the hard stones beneath my feet wobble unsteadily.

“Come on Sash, it's not that much further, I promise, you'll love it!”

I'm gasping through my words, and laughing despite the stitch in my side, positive that she'll agree in just a few minutes. The warm air feels comforting, but the heat at my neck warns me of the lack of sweat.

Robert said this region had a dry heat, more dangerous than most. I'd brushed him off originally, but eyeing Sasha now, the laughter fades from my lips. Her strawberry blonde hair is matted in its bun, and the light sundress she has on is streaked with chlorophyll and sweat. Why did she even bother packing a dress to go camping in?

“You said we were going to check out a spot of flowers next to camp. This isn't freaking next to camp! This is a whole damn mile away.” She kicks off her shoes and empties them of rocks, and it's that small gesture that reminds me of my responsibilities. 

She's nineteen. It's my job to get her started in the world, not drag her on a hike she wasn't expecting. Encourage her, protect her.

But then mother's voice pops into my head, questioning me how a witch is going to survive if she can't even handle a mere mile of nature. She should be able to handle the arid air that surrounds us, even if she still has trouble flying. 

Sasha's face still holds the slightest hint of baby fat, and I watch her hands tie her laces in awkward loops, the same way they have for the past thirteen years.

“Come here, Bug.” My concern for her wins out, like always. “I've got some water and a fan in my bag, let's get you cooled down.”

––––––––
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A GENTLER SUN WAKES me from my dream, and I struggle against a barrage of regret as I dress for the day. An hour later, I find myself sitting at the kitchen table, with a cup of coffee scorching my palm, and though Atlas is watching me curiously, I'm still not ready to talk. 

Last night's dream brought a fresh wave of pain with it, and I'm still having trouble surfacing above it. Maybe it was before the dream, maybe it had to do with remembering the last place I'd had more of a home. A place without wheels or a daily check out time.

I shut my eyes and focus on the heat at my palms, curling my fingers tightly around the ceramic. I hate the heat here. It's heavy and damp, but it's the same heaviness as in Seguin. The same type of darkness that twists through the summer months.

“Elara, get off,” I snap, irritated by the tiny claws batting at my laces, and pulling me out of my fog.

“Ah, she speaks!” Atlas exclaims from his place at the counter.

“Sorry, I just didn't sleep well last night. There's been a bit going on.” Okay, yeah. That's an understatement. One that needs no explanation to the person I've dragged into the mess with me.

“Hey, no worries. I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” he swings his legs over a chair and sits down across from me, lowering his chin to better see my eyes. “I don't know about you, but yesterday was absolutely horrible. Do... do you want to talk about it at all?”

Sad dreams, bad memories, and the stress of being stalked by some sort of evil in a small town? I'd rather pretend I was an ordinary girl, without the power to manipulate the more mundane parts of nature. “Um, no preferably not. Anything else we could talk about?”

“Alright, first things first. What about food, what do you usually eat for breakfast? I like actual breakfasts with a full menu, but then again I'm an early riser and cooking tends to occupy a good bit of time. That's always nice, because if I'm busy, I can't focus on the fact that I live alone.” He cringes and rubs at his jaw, “Or the fact that I just admitted how pathetic I am. Can we ignore that part? Let's ignore that part?”

His face is so open and embarrassed, that it draws a grin out of me. If he wasn't such a good person I'd be tempted to laugh outright.

Dropping my head down, I shake my head and try to be serious. “Sure Atlas, we can ignore that part. Uh, I like sweets half the time. Pancakes count. And then eggs, but only if they're cooked with something else or fried in a sandwich.”

“Why do pancakes count as sweets?”

“Because they're only good if they're drenched in syrup and butter, or filled with chocolate chips.”

Atlas raises an eyebrow at me and pushes his hair back, the sunlight catching his grin. “So basically, you like sugar, not pancakes.”

“That's why pancakes count.”

Shoving off of the table, he crosses over the short space to the fridge. “Alright, I'm not big on sweets, so I'm making eggs. But I grabbed some cinnamon rolls at the store you can heat up.”

My stomach is honestly rolling into knots, so the thought of any sustenance beyond coffee is nauseating. But I'm going to have to take the pain meds Jason left for me if I'm going to get anything done today. If I take them on an empty stomach I'll be useless.

“How about I help you with the eggs? I'm going to need more than sweets today.” 

“No offense, but you'll do me more good by not injuring that leg more. Stay off of it, let it heal. Besides, I can handle frying up a few eggs.”

It's nice that he's thinking of my recovery, but I can't allow him to do everything around here. He's not allowed to be dragged into this hell hole and take care of me completely. That just isn't fair. 

Pushing away from the table, I carefully scoot my chair over to the stove top and lean against the counter.

“No offense,” I start, throwing his words back at him. “But I actually can actually do something besides sitting around, and I wanted tacos, not fried eggs.”

His face goes blank, and he scratches the back of his neck absentmindedly. “Tacos? For breakfast? I can't say that was part of your original description on what counts as breakfast.”

“Yeah, taquitos? Breakfast tacos. A little something I came to love in Texas.” Jerking my chin towards his refrigerator, I add, “I'm a little surprised by your confusion. I was hopeful when I found fajitas in your fridge. It's been awhile since I had some good Mexican food.”

He shrugs down at me, the dark polo he's wearing pulling upward with the movement. “We have Mexican food, a little at least. But no breakfast tacos.”

“Huh, must be a Tex-Mex thing. What about Frito pie?”

I'm met with another blank stare, and something giddy rises in my chest. “Oh my gosh. You've never had a Frito pie, have you?”

“Will you stop staring at me like a freak of nature? You're the odd ball here, it's not my fault I don't travel around and eat a bunch of strange foods. What the hell is a Frito pie?”

“Uh, it kind of is your fault. You could travel if you wanted to. As far as Frito pie, well, let's just call it dinner.”

“Not sure I want to, but okay.” He eyes me questioningly. “You know what, yeah? Okay. You can handle dinner tonight.”

There's something close to happiness floating about me as I scramble up the potatoes, eggs and bacon. It's not really peaceful, and it's nowhere near actual joy, but it's something. Something I can work with. A moment where I don't feel trapped, my stomach isn't twisting, and the grey haze that follows me like a cloud, isn't looming over my head. These little, simple tasks, and knowing I have someone at my back... it's something I can get used to. Granted I don't get myself killed first.

“Where are you right now?” Atlas’ voice startles me out of my thoughts, and my hands flinch away from the napkin I'd been wringing.

“I'm sorry, just thinking.”

He leans in towards me, his dark eyes searching my face. “Yeah, I can see that. It's just,” Atlas rubs his face, grimacing as his hand passes over the stubble at his jaw. “Look, we're in this together right? Whatever prophecy you got roped into, roped me into as well.”

So he does realize how tightly I've trapped him in. At least he knows I didn't mean to.

“That means,” he continues. “We've got to be able to communicate clearly. Whatever is bothering you is obviously really heavy. Look, I trust you, and I believe you're starting to trust me. So whatever is going on, you've got to work with me so I can make sure everyone gets through this mess okay. Okay?”

I owe him some honesty. That much I can do. So drawing in a deep breath, I press my palms to the table and agree. 

“Okay.”

Where to start? Where to go? I knew this conversation would have to happen sometime, I just wish it weren't now. Or ever. My eyes are aching from the deep pressure building up in my head. I can just visualize my skull expanding like some type of macabre balloon and shrieking out steam the way a teapot might. My God, how wonderful it would feel if I could just release the pressure like that!

But, no. No luck. So instead, I draw my mug closer to me and turn my face to meet Atlas’ warm eyes.

“Can you please find me one of those little magic pills Jason left here? And that stack of coasters too, please.” Motioning at the pale, wooden discs on the counter, I gingerly bite at the sore side of my mouth, testing the healing cut.

Long legs unfold and raise up this giant before me, as he moves through the small, sun filled room to get me my requests. Lean muscles move with the slightest movements, and my eyes follow the line of Celtic knots at his wrist.

“One pill, as requested,” he slaps the small oval into my palm. “And one stack of coasters.”  Waving them near his face, he sits heavily on his seat and leans in stubbornly. “Now, spill.”

Lukewarm coffee coats my throat behind the pain med, and I use its comfort to fortify me.

“What do you know about Death Covens?”

“Death? Covens? I can't necessarily say that I know anything about them, but I can guess they aren't anything fun.”

Shaking my head slowly, I spin the coasters around  in neat little circles. “No, not fun at all. They're closer to cults than anything else. The type of group that any sane person would avoid. Unfortunately, they're also really good at appearing docile and inviting to unwitting witches.”

“Sounds like a wretched type of witch. But what does that have to do with you?” With his mouth pulled into a confused frown, he waves his hand at me to continue.

“These are like covens,”  I say, pointing at the three perfect circles. “Each one consists of several families, people with similar crafts or beliefs. You know my coven is named the Tempest Coven. We are especially well gifted with chaotic affinities. Divination, snake charming, flying, things like that.”

Picking up the salt and pepper shakers, I stare unwaveringly at the placemats, not at all ready to meet his searching gaze.

“Some witches, practice only light magic,” I shake the salt, letting the white particles scatter onto a coaster. “Others, delve slightly back and forth. Mainly light, with a few darker practices or spells thrown in. Crystal gazers who seek the dead are like this.” Shaking the pepper, I watch as grey covers a second coaster. 

Glancing up, I watch as his queried expression softens in understanding. “That,” I say, swirling the pepper with my fingertip. “Is like my coven, and more specifically, my younger sister. She's my favorite person in the world; and our mom, well she was always a little harsh. She always wanted us to be stronger, more independent than everyone else. But Sasha never was, so when she wanted to leave home, I took her in. What I didn't know, is that the area we moved to was filled with dark magic. Ancient, unrelenting, and deadly. Not grey, but pitch black.”

With the last sentence on my lips, I gently take Atlas' coffee cup and place it on a third coaster, watching the dark liquid splash and ripple inside.

“So your sister fell into it?” Atlas’ soft voice breaks my monologue, and I nod, the lump in my throat threatening to halt my breath.

“I should have seen the signs, but I didn't. There are some Covens who thrive on Black Magic, and they don't fully belong to this world. Sasha didn't know... she thought she could help someone.”

The gritty feeling of pepper stings against the ragged scrapes on my fingers. I should pull my hand away, wash off the pepper. Instead, I continue to press my fingertips into it, relishing the burn.

I've never been a seance kind of girl. The dead always make their presence known, but that doesn't mean I've got to pick up the phone. Usually their pain twists any sort of communication into a game where a witch could easily get lost between worlds. The living world and the Other Realm are desperately far apart, but the Shadow World that connects them is easily enough breached if you have the right tools. It's getting back that's the problem.

Focusing on my nail polish, I take a deep breath in through my nose, and try to fight the chill that's shaking my body. Curtains move, and I can hear my hair crackling against my ears, full of sparks. Calm. I need calm. The ground is warded, the house is safe. Atlas wouldn't let anything get me.

“Tania?” A dim voice is echoing through my head.

“Tania?” There it is again. Why is it so loud now?

“Tania!” A warm hand grasps mine, and my ears start processing things at a normal decibel again.

Heat shoots out of my fingers, shocking Atlas as he drops my hand, “Are you okay?” He demands, alarm visible on his face. Maybe I am a human teapot; my face feels like it's steaming.

I clutch my temples with my palms and try to focus. “I'm fine now. Just, bad memories. What I'm trying to say is... yesterday at that house, I swear there was a witch there, but not there.”

“Okay, you've officially lost me. I want to help, but you have to back up some. How are these two things connected?”

“Well, you know about the Shadow World and Other Realm, right?” I flick my eyes up to confirm we're on the same page, and he meets me with a hesitant nod. “I think a witch- ghost, is stuck in the Shadow World and that house had a thin spot in the veil. I also think that's part of why I'm here; it's possible my sister is stuck somewhere on the other side too.”

Understanding dawns on his face, and his mouth drops open just slightly. “But if she's on the other side, how can you find her? You can't seriously be suggesting trying to cross the Veil?”

“Oh, hell no! I'm hoping that if I can figure out what happened to the woman at that house, maybe it will tell me how to get Sasha back.”

With the thought of jagged wounds running across my mind, my hands begin to shake as I broach the next problem with Atlas.

“The animal? You've never seen it before, right?”

His mouth draws downward. “No, can't say I have. Nobody has, I've messaged everyone I can think of.”

“Well, what about that house? There's no local legends surrounding it?”

“No.” His voice is openly confused, and I struggle to connect the dots between the separate events. “Why?”

“It's just,” I hesitate, terrified to word my fears out loud. “I think whatever that beast is, it killed her, or kind of killed her. The witch is a ghost, but she's stuck in the Shadow World by something, and her face...” I can't go on. The gaping wounds that covered her body were so severe, and her empty eye sockets make me wonder if her eyes were ripped out of her mortal body.

Atlas covers my hand in his, the warmth steadying my shaking palm. “Tania, just say it.” His voice has dropped down to just a whisper, and in my apprehension, so have I.

“Something, or someone controls that beast. She said someone was going to try to steal me. She was trying to warn me and then when I fell, Atlas, I swear, something was dragging me down yesterday.”

I feel his hand stiffen, and withdraw as he sits back in his seat, back straight as a rod. “Witches have never been very well welcomed here... And the ones that try to stay always run into trouble. If what you're saying is correct, it could be possible that's all on purpose.”

“Why would someone want to steal witches though? Or drive them out? You mages have your own power!” My words are shrill, and my neck cranes towards him as I beg the answers.

“I don't know,” he shakes his head. “I just don't know. But if we're going to get rid of that thing, or save your sister, I'm going to have to find out.”

The grim statement rests on his lips like a death sentence, and it occurs to me it might be. I may have been hiding from a Death Coven already, but I've been in mortal danger from the moment I crossed the town line. Why else have I felt something watching me everywhere I go?
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Chapter 19: Tania
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“OKAY ELARA. I KNOW you hate this, but jump in." I hold my bag open, and press down on the inside, imagining a sturdy kennel. The inside of the canvas molds to fit my design, and the rest of my belongings are safely below and hidden from everyone else.

Ochre eyes glare at me, and she starts meowing loudly. She doesn't want to be carried around like a lap dog; it's undignified and doesn't allow her the freedom she deserves. According to her, the bag is cramped and smells like rocks, and she doesn't appreciate that. Besides that, it limits her view and she would prefer to walk or at least sit on top of the bag.

They're all the same arguments we've had before, and I sigh, not wanting to fight about it today.  “Elara, you can't just follow me around. It'll be a dead giveaway.” 

She leaps onto the dresser and begins cleaning her fur. Of course she doesn't care. A wave of nausea hits, and I dread trying to force her into the bag, or leaving her behind. Something about this room isn't right. I know it's silly to be scared when I know the land is protected so severely, but the feeling of being watched never goes away.

By the time Atlas walks in to tell me it's time to leave, I've resorted to staring at the ceiling and daydreaming about not doing anything at all. Anything to ignore the chill at my back and the dread of the research I need to do today.

Annoyance flickers across his face, the one expression I'm actually getting good at recognizing. But he tolerates my need to bring Elara along, even if he isn't much help at getting her into the makeshift kennel. By the time we amble back out to the car, I've got a scratch on my arm to match the stitches on my leg, and it's up to Atlas to gingerly settle my bag into the backseat. Now I just hope she stays put and doesn't cause us to wreck.

I'm getting accustomed to the little roads, even if they're still flooded with stifling energy. A few blocks over, one or two traffic lights, three miniscule shopping centers, and we have passed half the town. It's amazing how much magic is embedded in such a small space. Now the only trick is to pull at the threads and start unraveling some of it.

“You know the phrase is to let the cat out of the bag, right?” Atlas’ profile is somewhat cynical as he teases me, one hand on the steering wheel as he moves us through the smaller neighborhoods.

“Yeah. I've gotten that before,” I retort back, grimacing behind him, where's Elara's angry face is just visible beneath the opening of my purse. At least she's somewhat cooperating now.

We reach the shop and I start upstairs, relieved to have her stashed safely away in my bag, even if I can feel her kicking my side in protest. The streets are swimming with people trying to make it from one shaded storefront to the next. Atlas’ place is particularly popular with tourists and locals alike, making it easy for me to slip in unnoticed, but it’s also more likely the Council members will be around. With the look of that man yesterday... I've decided the least amount of attention I can garnish the better. 

As for Atlas, he's decided we aren't allowed to split up again for the duration of my stay. After yesterday's misadventure, I guess I can't really blame him for that edict. It's not like I can do much besides work on deciphering the map anyway, not with my leg all messed up.

So I resign myself to a day of reading and research in a dusty, old office. With any luck, I'll be left to myself. I'm worried about how Atlas is going to explain all this to his brother downstairs, especially because I know by now Nova must have figured out what I am. Squirming nervously, I crack open the single, filmy window, and try to relish the sunlight that pours through.

Whoever set up this room, set it up specifically as a clean space. Somewhere anyone can work, regardless of their magic type or intention. My guess is its purpose was to let Atlas and Elliot learn their trade without getting tangled up in excess energy, or accidentally breaking something with theirs. In a town crawling in mages, it's the absolute perfect place for me to hide my witchcraft. My stomach may be in complete knots, but for the moment, I have a sanctuary, and I may as well use it while I can.

The grueling task of crystal cleansing, tracking, and referencing death rituals takes me hours, and by noon, I'm nowhere near done.

“Knock knock,” Nova's bright voice precedes her arrival, pulling me out of my book, and Elara stretches from her place guarding the window. 

“I thought you'd want something to eat.” Poking her head through the door, Nova bustles in with a white paper bag and a small box that smells distinctly like sugar.

“Oh, um...” I stutter, dumbly, unsure of what to make of her appearance.

“Elliot told me about you yesterday, and then Atlas caught us up to speed on everything going on, this morning. I guess, I just wanted to apologize. El may not have been the friendliest, and maybe, I wasn't either.”

“No, no. I get it. I mean, I wasn't exactly honest with you, and witches really seem to a bad rap here, so I thought it would be better if I just... left.”

“Well, I'm sorry. And I hope you find your sister.”

She turns to leave, but the quiet withdrawal jerks me out of my own preoccupation. I ought to show some sort of gratitude for the food.

“Wait, please stay. Eat with me, it was really nice of you to bring food, and if you don't mind, I could use the company.” 

She blinks at me in response, her hand on the doorknob as we survey each other. How do we act? Should I apologize for not telling her I knew Atlas?

“Sure. Okay. Yeah sure. Maybe I could help? Atlas said you're trying to find information on some sort of creature?” 

Okay, so we're just pretending nothing's awkward and focus on the problems at hand. I can do that.

“Yes. It sounds terrible, like a banshee, but Atlas says it looks like a giant cat.” Beneath my feet, Elara growls, displeased with the comparison. I nudge her with the back of my foot and resist the urge to shush her.

“So, basically we're scared of a magical lion... and you need to figure out if, and why it killed some unknown witch, so you can save your sister?” Nova surmises flippantly.

Now I'm the one blinking across the room. “Well, yeah. Yeah, I guess so.”

She ambles back over, her stomach moving from one side to the next with each step. Sitting down, she sets down her own bag of food, and pulls out a burger and chips.

“So have you found anything?”

“Ugh, not as much as I'd like,” I reply, idly bending the plastic straw I tossed into my soda. “I've found a large amount of references to proper burials and funeral customs from all sorts of cultures, but not so much on what to do if you expect a death that didn't go so smoothly.”

“And are you just working off that book? Maybe you'd have better luck on Google,” she shrugs, popping a BBQ chip into her mouth.

Shaking my head, I unwrap a burger and shove stray pieces of lettuce back under the bun. “No, I don't think so. The only places I can think to look are chat rooms with some really heavy forces... or the dark web. I'm not so comfortable with either of those, so I think it's safest to just go old school here.”

“That makes sense, I guess we are dealing with something a little outside the norm. I just assumed there would be a more convenient way to look up stuff like that.” Her offhand tone surprises me, and glancing up, the relaxed slump of her shoulders tells me that she really expected googling to work.

“Not really,” I reply suspiciously. “Every coven has its own set of knowledge and power base, so we like to keep things relatively private. What about Elliot and Atlas? I thought mages worked the same way?”

“Almost.” Nova shrugs, “The Council does like to keep things locked up, unless they've given someone access to it once they've ranked up, but they store everything in a database.”

“That seems risky. Couldn't anybody just hack the system?” 

Surely I'm not the first one to wonder if the Council is hiding something. It's been a niggling itch in the back of my mind since Atlas figured the beast had to be protected by someone high up. But corruption in any sense is hard to stomach, especially in groups that are meant to protect others.

Nova stops chewing and stares at me with an expression that just screams nausea. Uh oh, nope I can't do that again. I've seen enough, and puked enough in the past couple of days to last me a year.

“No,” she starts, and I want to relax, knowing she's just anxious, but her anxiety is contagious. “You see... mages who go up against the Council, they can get their powers stripped.”

My jaw drops, my food drops, and all I can focus on is my heart spiraling to the ground. Amongst covens, that kind of punishment is meant only for the most dangerous criminals. To rip something so integral to a person, something attached to their very soul... it's enough to damage them for life, if they can survive the pain.

“So what does that mean for Atlas for keeping me from the Council? Is that sign outside town serious? Am I really not allowed here?” Once again, I suspect I haven't been taking this place seriously, and the heavier these facts weigh on me, the darker my heart seems to grow.

“Atlas is really sticking his neck out for you. He's technically not breaking any laws, but yes; they take that sign seriously. For a good reason too. I don't know why he thinks a creature like that can be controlled, and I don't mean any offense to you, but I think it's just more likely the thing hunts witches. Maybe the others were just trying to avoid the same thing. Why else would it only show up after you did?”

She stops talking, the only noise between us becomes the movement of food wrappers as I continue my food with an obligatory energy. But everything she's not saying is evident in the distressed look she gives me. And what she really means is, You better be worth it, don't screw things up.

The problem is, I don't think I'm worth it. I've never felt I have been, and the longer that sinks in, the longer I try to redeem myself through Sasha. The longer Sasha demands that of me... the more I hate her. How can I endanger a family this way? How could Sasha's selfishness permeate so deeply that I'm down to this?

By the time Nova excuses herself, I'm letting myself drown in my thoughts, and Elara is the one that walks her down, eyeing me reproachfully for my silence. 

Pages of notes lay scattered in front of me, detailing all the ways souls get lost on their way to the Other Realm. Dying without proper burials, dying in a faerie ring, being killed by a vengeful spell, not properly grounding before attempting to cross the Veil, and a dozen other ways that swim about the ink. The letters float together and apart, far too chaotic for me to make sense of, and a smaller part of my brain recognizes the words are still. It's just my mind that's not.

The room is hanging in shades of yellow, the afternoon sun warming even the dust particles that dance across the space. But I hardly feel it, because the chill in my chest can't be stopped by the spells that ward this room. My past is a ghost that can't be walked away from, unlike the woman with the mangled face.

I'm standing in the doorway of a townhouse, hindered by the screen door that makes it undeniable that the plush sofas and armchairs just inside are meant for guests more worthy than me. Wide eyes peer down at me, and I focus on the hastily painted nude nails that clutch a beat up bag embroidered in flowers.

“I swear, I got here as soon as I could. My train was delayed and I used one of the city bikes because all the cabs were full.” Not even bothering with a hello, I cut right to my defense, praying that for once, I can avoid the vitriol before it begins.

“Next time, try harder. I expect you to be a role model for her, and the stars above know you can't do that if you're constantly late and petulant about your duties. You're the oldest, and one of these days, will become the matriarch. Try to act like it, please.”

My ears are burning and I have to choke back anger, but manage a complacent smile “Yes Mother. Is there anything else I should keep in mind?”

She cocks her head at me, one hand perched on the door, as though debating about whether or not to let me in. “Yes. Your sister is quite the night owl, so you may want to use that to your advantage. Teach her how to use the moon phases for her benefit, and if you want to be productive otherwise, I suggest you do it while she's asleep in the morning. The girl chatters non-stop, and she's bound to even give you a headache.”

Is that why she's being handed off to me? I know better than to ask out loud, and nod instead.

“You've only got two months to get her up to speed, and then I expect her home with me for the Coven's approval. Otherwise, I'm afraid I simply won't be able to recommend you for that apprenticeship. Nobody will trust your skills if you can't even tutor a novice.”

My teeth grind against each other as I struggle to keep the heat out of my face, hardly breathing against the fire that's building in my chest. If Mother had bothered to find time earlier, Sasha wouldn't be so far behind. What does it say about her skills that she never bothered to teach her own daughter? It's disgraceful that at seventeen she's only half ready for the Coven's test.

Sasha edges into the room just as I'm grabbing onto her bag, and a small smile dances on her lips.

“I'm ready.”

Clapping her hands, Mother surveys the two of us, and formally extends her arms. “Okay you two, come give me hugs goodbye. I expect I'll see you at the Solstice, but make sure I get monthly updates as well. Sasha, this is your chance to finally prove yourself. And Tania?”

I raise my head expectedly at the sound of my name, cautiously hopeful for a more sentimental goodbye. But those dark eyes merely examine me with indifference as she sniffs down at me. “Please, do remember what Coven you belong to. The storm is ours, not the other way around. Show your sister how to hone in on her talents, and start considering your place as well.”

The words were probably meant to bolster, but all they do is ache. Just like every other interaction I’ve had with her since Dad left.

“Well, Bug, you ready?”

I brush a fly away from my face and toss Sasha’s bag up onto my shoulder. “Let me just walk this bike back and then we’ll catch a train out of the city. Unless there was anything you wanted to do first?”

Bright eyes meet mine with unbridled excitement, and she looks more like an overgrown ten year old than an upcoming senior in high school. Her hair is as disheveled as ever, with golden locks tumbling like a lion’s mane around her cheeks.

“One last lunch at Flat Iron, then let’s hit the road!

––––––––
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OH, BUG, WHERE ARE you? 

My head hurts from staring at narrow lines of text, and the lump in my throat is fluctuating between wanting to cry from worry, or puke from the stress. Pressing my palms against my eyes, I exhale slowly, struggling to control my breaths.

Eight days now. It’s been eight days since I’ve seen Sasha. I still don’t know where she is, or why, but she started a spell the day we went down to that creek... and if I can’t reverse it, clear her name from its implications, or find some other loophole, then there will be nothing left to do but bury her body and count her soul as lost to the Shadow World.

It's her own fault, and I know I can't be responsible for her forever. Part of me even resents her for putting me through this... but she's my sister. She's all I've got.

Footsteps creak their way up the steep staircase, heavier than Nova's awkward gait. A glance at Elara shows me that she's contentedly curled up beneath the crystal I'd hung in front of the window, tail twitching idly. It must just be Atlas. Maybe Sasha isn't all I've got, or at least, maybe she doesn't have to be.

A hopeful smile is just beginning to spread across my lips when he enters the room, and I rise to greet him. But my moment of hope is woefully short-lived.

Amber eyes meet mine with unguarded anger and fear, causing my breath to halt in my chest, and my hands tighten into quick fists against the desktop to I brace myself for his news. What could possibly have gotten worse?

"There's been another incident. The creature nearly caught Jason while he was driving his bike down one of the back roads. He was able to run it off, but he wrecked his bike while doing so."

My stomach rolls, taking precedence over the hollow feeling in my chest where my heart should be thumping.

"He's going to be okay, they've already got him stabilized, and he called me himself to let me know, so that's good." Atlas rushes on, eyes widening in alarm at my response. 

I slump down to the floor, my legs weak while just a moment ago I wavered against the desk, ready to bolt over it if need be. I may not know Jason well, but if there's any chance Nova's theory is real, if that monster is really after me? No, I can't think like that. I can't take the blame for something that I did nothing to cause. Not again. Not when I could still be the next target.

"Where is he? Do you think it's okay if we go visit him?" I ask quickly, my words mumbled against my arm as I push my hair back from my face. There's got to be a decent hospital somewhere around here, Jason works there, doesn't he? I can already picture the bouquet he needs at his bedside; rhododendrons and Queen Anne's lace, for strength and safety.

Atlas is silent for just a beat too long.

"What is it? What else?"

His face is grim, resigned, and apologetic, dwarfing his height with the heaviness of his demeanor.

"Jason is going to be perfectly fine," he reiterates slowly. "But when he was brought in and the paramedics realized his injuries weren't just from a motorcycle accident-"

Oh no, realization slams into me as the words leave his mouth.

"-there really was no choice but to call in The Council. They've decided to get involved, and I'm sorry to say, since nobody but Jason and I have actually seen the thing... if anybody finds out there's a witch in town, you're going to be suspect number one."

The rest of his words fade out into a jumble of white noise, and the pulsating throb in my temples is the only thing I can focus on. An undeniable need to scream builds in my throat, and my breath comes out in tiny, hysterical gasps.

Everyone I grew up with hates me. My sister hates me. She's in danger, and I can't do anything but try to help her, even though I feel like it's killing me. There's something stalking me, the ghost told me as much. Nova thinks this is all my fault. So will The Council. The whole town.

I could die. I could die here, hated and alone.

My throat is threatening to close, and a clamminess is spreading all over me, leaving nothing but chills, save for my eyes that are burning with tears. Shaking hands and haggard breaths are what I'm reduced to, slowly rocking in the space beneath the desk.

"Come on, we've got to get you out of there." Atlas pulls on my arms, attempting to dislodge their position of holding my knees to my chin.

"Your legs are going to cramp up like that, and it's going to hurt like a bitch. You wouldn't be helping Jason any by tearing those stitches. He's tougher than he looks. Knowing him, he'd try to redo your stitches from his own hospital bed."

Staring dumbly at Atlas, I find I can't bring myself to cooperate, and once again, my voice refuses to work. Elara winds her way between our legs, ears flattened as she slinks into the space under the desk.

Eventually, Atlas gives up, gingerly patting my shoulder in quiet consolation. 

The screams I wish to bellow never come out, but in their place are wordless, agonizing cries, and for the second time in a week, I find myself sobbing on the floor.
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Chapter 20: Tania
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OVER A WEEK PASSES in near isolation.

Atlas is terrified of Elara and I being seen outside his home, and I'm terrified of being attacked, investigated, or bringing retribution down on my host. So he left Elliot in charge of the shop, and we've spent days searching through books, maps, and local legends. 

But we find nothing on the vacant house, nothing on a beast that screeches like demon, and nothing on a woman who was mauled to death. A mangled face suffocates me every night in my dreams, and any shift in the wind leaves me tense. My ears are ringing from the constant strain of waiting for shrieking in the silence of Atlas' home. The ghouls haven't come for us yet though, so life goes on.

"Elara, cut that crap out, will you?" Atlas pushes her away from the table with his foot, tired and annoyed as he tries to graph out a map on tracing paper. The remainder of his breakfast idles at the edge of his mess, and one crumpled edge of the paper is slowly turning red where watermelon fell upon it.

The living quarters, though larger than my paltry own sitting outside, are still admittedly small. Elara has taken any opportunity possible to get underfoot, as if she's goading us into an argument. It doesn't take much these days, and I've far overstayed my welcome, because each passing day leaves Atlas more tense than the last.

Pushing congealing syrup around my plate with a piece of sodden french toast, I try to squash enough food together to make it look like I've eaten. The truth is, my stomach's been in knots for days, but I don't know how to stop Atlas from cooking without seeming rude.

More than anything, I just want to go back to sleep. I miss sleep, but every time my eyes drift closed, guttural whispers whine and warn unfamiliar words in my ears. My head is filled with visions of torn flesh and spindly hands tearing at my legs with razor sharp nails, and eventually I wake up gasping for air. Each day that brings me closer to the new moon is worse, and I'm almost out of time.

So I accept cup after cup of coffee, and sit up at the tiny table in the guest room long after Atlas collapses from exhaustion across the hall. Some nights the sounds of his soft snoring is enough of a white noise from my ever present waiting for a banshee cry, that I fall asleep where I sit.

On those nights, I dream of Sasha. In every single one, she does the same thing, over and over again in a loop. She cries and begs me to burn the garden, and then leans on Robert as the two of them fade from view.

My eyes are beginning to fail me after so many hours of staying awake, and the last thing I see before my vision shakes itself into darkness, is a plate sliding off the table.

The hands and unearthly voices are barely creeping upon my consciousness when I'm startled awake by a jostling of movement. The warmth and security are vaguely familiar in my drowsiness, and it's not until my head drops onto the couch cushion that I realize Atlas has moved me from my seat in the kitchen.

I should wake up more, apologize for... something. But the only thing I can manage is to catch hold of his shirt weakly in my outstretched arm. 

"Go to sleep," he whispers. "I know you haven't been. You'll be safe, I promise. I'll sit here with you."

I want to open my mouth to argue, but fatigue courses through my body with rushes of nausea and dizziness. Elara jumps up next to me, purring for the first time in days and so I give up. One way or the other, they'll keep me safe, and I can't hold my eyelids open anyway.

When I wake again, Atlas is silently glaring at the TV, not really watching the commercials that fill the room with quiet dialogue. The first thing I remember is the plate I shattered, then his arms carrying me yet again.

"I'm so sorry," I begin, and he flinches in surprise at my voice. How long have I been sleeping? 

Clearing my throat, I try again. "I know I'm a nuisance, and you have every right to be mad about the plate, and me staying here. Having to move me. Everything, really. But I'm so sorry, if I had anywhere to go I would. I will, as soon as we find Sasha. "

Atlas lets out an involuntary growl, and then rubs at the stubble on his jaw tiredly. "You know what? I am a little on edge, not mad, just..." he trails off in a heavy sigh. "Don't worry about the plate, and it's nice having you stay here. There's just everything else going on."

The living room is dim, and although the couch soft beneath me and the room looks as inviting as ever, I don't think either of us is going to relax in here until we start getting solid answers.

"We need to get out of the house. Books and the internet can only go so far." His face softens in the pause between his next words and he reaches out to touch my arm lightly. Bracing me. "I don't think we're going to find her this way. Your map won't even light up in here. I think we just need to get out and start walking."

Pins and needles start at the base of my neck, shivering their way down my arms and spine. He's right, and I know he is, but...

"What are we supposed to do about The Council? Does that mean we can go see Jason? And what about the demon?"

Demon. After Jason's accident, that's the only way Atlas will refer to the thing, but the venom in his voice has me wondering what other harsh words he's holding back. I wonder if they match my own.

His tired eyes lift up with a lopsided smile, and he jerks his head towards the back door. "Come on, I've got something to show you."

He leads me through the waving grass, and the arid wind has my head spinning with the change in atmosphere. Only a week ago I found this air stifling, but after hiding indoors for so many days? This wind is a freedom I've missed. Turning my face to the sun, I welcome the heat with open arms, only to be startled back to earth by Atlas taking my hand.

"Be careful there, there's some loose rocks just past this slope," he warns quietly. Grabbing my elbow as well, he guides me down a slightly worn path, and I stare at the side of his face with ill concealed confusion. 

It's true that over the past few days we've relaxed around each other considerably, and I've stopped looking at him as an ally and started seeing him as simply Atlas. But it's one thing to argue over which types of locating spells are more effective, or to play cards when we got too stressed, it's an entirely different matter to go around holding hands or having him watch after me while I sleep.

"Alright, come on in," he announces, dropping my hand as quickly as he took it. Or maybe I'm just an idiot and he just wanted to make sure I didn't fall from the table, or on loose rocks.

Behind the covered driveway is a small garage that I'd originally overlooked; its windows clean, but cracked, and a doorway etched in runes. The lights snap on with an audible click, and the room is filled with the scent of metal and dirt.

"Check it out!" He announces, striding over to a workbench. "So, I'd noticed that the only thing that really helps against the demon is iron. A few nights ago I couldn't sleep, so I came out here and made a few more charms, things that hopefully can't be dropped or forgotten." 

That declaration draws me up short, as I waver on the grass strewn floor mat, stunned into stillness. "I'm sorry, what?" The words drop out harsher than I'd like, but panic and anger are barreling through my chest. "You came out here, alone, in the dark, without even telling me? Atlas, come on! You've got to be smarter than that, what if something had happened to you? I can't, I can't..." I can't lose anybody else, I stop myself from saying.

Walking back over to me, he ducks his head in guilt. "Yeah, you're right. But this is my home. It's safe. Guarded. I trust it."

"I trusted my RV, it still came after us there!"

Though, granted we are standing out here in daylight and I feel safer out here than I do in the guest room. But it's morning and we didn't split up... and he doesn't need to know about the terror that keeps me up at night. 

"Yeah, but that wasn't on warded ground. This place is locked down tight," he gently reminds me. "Besides, you've needed your rest. One person can only carry stress for so long, and I know you haven't been sleeping well."

Great, as if he hadn't already seen me at my lowest, somehow, he knows about the nightmares. My jaw is aching from tension as I maintain a glare at him, and a scowl works it's way up the side of my mouth.

"Anyway," he continues, stepping backwards to a small work table. "I came up with these. El made some for them and Mom, and I made these up for us and Jason."

Laid out in a row are several accessories and weapons I would not have thought possible for him to make in a single night. Among them is a curiously shaped piece, covered in sigils and runes at every available space. My hand reaches out to it instinctively, pondering its place on the table with jewelry and knives.

"Is that a crossbow?"

It clearly is, but I've never seen one in person and my brain is stuck on the oddity, derailing all irritation.

"Yes, I've had it for awhile. I've had most of these things actually, they just needed to reinforcement and extra iron in the plating."

"You have a crossbow?" I squint my eyes at him and place a hand at my hip, still baffled.

"Yeah?" He's looking at me with his head cocked to the side, like I'm the strange one.

"You couldn't have gone with a gun?" Somehow I'd anticipated a more modern way of dealing with a clearly ravenous animal. Monster, the little voice in my head reminds me. Demon. A thing I've never seen, but scares me more than the ghost that's been haunting me every time I shut my eyes.

Atlas jerkily shrugs his shoulders and straightens his back, rearranging the rest of the things on the table. "I don't really like guns."

"But you like crossbows?" 

His eyebrows raise and he leans towards me with a flippant air. "I like my crossbow."

There's a hint of a challenge in his voice, and through my confusion, I sense that this is one subject I shouldn't push right now. Instead I toss my hair behind my ears and turn back to the rest of his stockpile.

"Okay. So you have a crossbow... cool. Well then, what all is here for me?" 

He points out a couple of the smaller knives and as I slip one into my pocket, the slight rustling of metal shifting has me glancing up. Atlas removes two bracelets from the mess and holds them out to me.

"This one's for you," he offers. It's a small bangle, inscribed with funny little lines, but before I can take a closer look, he twists it open, ready for my wrist. My hand moves on its own, reaching out to allow him to fasten it into place.

"The theory behind this spell, is that anything trying to physically hold you won't be able to. Since it's an external spell, and it worked the other day, I figured we might as well stick with what we know is safe."

He's referring to the need to keep our magic types separate... an issue that's been proving to be hard to do over the past week. Just last night I discovered that trying to manipulate fire on a stove he'd already imbibed with his energy... doesn't work. But it did leave a few impressive scorch marks on the ceiling. Well, I was impressed. Atlas hid in the shower for half an hour, claiming to have to wash off the smell of burnt food and clothing off of him, but I think he was just trying not to yell at me.

"What do you mean it worked the other day?" Iron definitely did not help yesterday. Nothing did until we thought to use a fire extinguisher. It turns out you can't use magic to fix something that already has two different types of energy running through it.

Warm eyes flicker up to mine briefly. "When the floor collapsed? I couldn't get you out until I got that protective charm on you. Same concept, just double the impact."

Oh, that day. My left hand flutters to my throat, where the eye shaped charm hangs beneath a tiger's eye pendant. I never bothered removing it, never even considered the need to. It just felt right to leave it on.

"Here is your name, and here," Atlas flips my wrist over as he points to various inscriptions on both sides of the bangle. "Is the word protection. This is ogham, a very old alphabet that I'm rather partial to."

That explains the funny lines.

"This other bracelet," he continues. I'd forgotten about that one. "Is for your sister, when we find her. Her's, of course, says Sasha."

Throwing my arms around his neck, I bury my face into his shoulder and just breathe for a moment. I'm grateful, I'm relieved, and for the tiniest moment in over two weeks, I'm hopeful. Because the conviction in his voice has believing me that maybe, just maybe, he's right. I can find my sister.

"Let's head on over to Jason's place, you still shouldn't go out in public if we can help it. But with these on our side, I'm not worried about oversized cats." Atlas responds, stepping back away from me.

"Give me just a second, I want to grab something before we leave."

In my renewed hope, I try to skip up the RV stairs, but the tight pain in my leg stops me halfway. My fingers curl around the burning metal of the door handle, I can't stop the sharp gasp that passes my lips as I pause momentarily. Damn stitches!

"Hey are you okay?" Atlas shouts at me from where he's locking up the garage.

"Just peachy," I call back in annoyance. Huffing as I gingerly step the rest of the way in, I ignore the dry heat that's permeated my living room. There's a heavy scent of papers and wilting flowers that reminds me of my chores.

Refill the water bulbs in each planter, shut the older books away from the heat, crack the windows, and lower the shades. I'd forgotten about those things the last time I'd trekked out here for clothes. I could have sworn half of those books had already been picked up though, and I know for a fact that the heather by the window was only barely sprouting, and now the pot's overflowing. What on Earth? Even with my help, there's no way it should have grown so quickly.

I've only ever seen this plant grow so rapidly once, but those circumstances are impossible to recreate now. Wrapping up a small clipping and slipping it into my pocket, I go to gather the blooms I was originally searching for. I can study the clipping later, but the heat in here is as thick as an oven. Besides Atlas is waiting.

Just as I head back out with a small bouquet under my arm, I cave against the ache that's been bugging me for days. It's not like can avoid thinking of Sasha, I might as well let myself carry her picture. So my fingers dance across the fridge and settle on my favorite one.

We're both fair skinned, but her freckled complexion is ruddy compared to mine, and the contrast is highlighted with how closely we'd posed. In the glossy image, our arms are loosely intertwined, and Tania's head rests on my shoulder. It brings out the stark difference our hair as well. Letting myself trace the golden red of her waves that shimmers against the black mass floating about my face, I can't stop a smile at our eyes. There at least, we are the same.

With the flowers and photo in hand, I return to Atlas, whose acquirements are far more deadly. The crossbow is slung over his shoulder, a knife is hung on his belt, and the tattoos in his arsenal appear to waver like the heat that rises off the concrete, creating a haze of movement that surrounds his form.

His brows lowers at my appearance, and he fidgets with the car keys in his palm.

"Flowers?"

"For healing."

"I'm sure he's fine by now," Atlas replies.

"Yeah? Well, I want to make sure." With a shrug and a few careful steps, I pick my way through the dried grass and over to the car, folding my picture carefully between the flower stems so the wind doesn't blow it away.

Traversing down the roads that wind between the untamed wild and the ever watched town is a tightrope act I couldn't have done on my own, but Atlas drives them with ease. The muscles in his shoulder are relaxed, and he seems almost happy to be driving around with me, for once. Or it could just a relief to finally be out of that cramped little house.

Thick, grey carpet deadens the shuffling of my sneakers as I pause in the entryway. Despite the grandeur of the apartment, the wide walls are hung with mirrors of every shape and size that simultaneously widen and narrow the hall.

Once again a chill falls across me, and in the moment that I freeze, it occurs to me that my heart is racing for three reasons.

First, my body is cut between different reflections and lights, a hand in one, scribbled on denim in another, and my face is cut between two panels handing side by side... I'm being greeted by a fun house illusion. That's nerve provoking no matter what place you're entering.

Secondly, the way these silver prisms slice the sunlight reminds me of another mirror, one that drags the very stars from the sky. One that I've all but locked away and pretended not to possess. One that I'm dangerously close to using again.

And third, each and every single one of those mirrors are fogging over with a thin layer of moisture, and I swear, there's a shadow behind me that doesn't belong to either Atlas or myself.

"Keep walking, you're letting all the cold air out," Atlas mutters behind me, clearly unaffected as he waits with one hand on the door he's trying to close. 

I blink, and the shadow vanishes, along with every trace of condensation off the mirrors. It's probably just a trick of light, or sleep deprivation. Sleep deprivation could cause that. Right?

Mumbling a vague response I stumble further into the room. Should I take off my shoes? The air is crisp and frigid, the furniture tidy and pale, and confusion swells upon me the longer I gaze at my surroundings. Jason lives here? Between the leather jacket and the way he sprawled about Atlas' living room, I was expecting something covered in band posters or barely furnished. This is closer to the way my mother's house is decorated.

"Glad to see you guys, it's been a hell of a week. I feel like crap, and Bowens won't stop calling every evening to check on me." Jason speaks frankly, his gait unsteady as he crosses the space. Basketball shorts betray a wicked case of road rash that brushes its way up his limbs, and his right arm sports a nasty gouge that trails down to his wrist.

"Seems like it. No offense to all the beauty rest you've been getting, but you look like crap, Stone."

"I still look better than you, man." A half-hearted grin crosses Jason's face as the two men banter, and with guilt in my heart, I excuse myself to set the flowers in a vase. I shouldn't let Nova get in my head, but her jabs about the cat coming after me... well, I know Jason's injuries aren't personally my fault, but if I contributed, even unintentionally? I wonder how fast they'd kick me out.

Straightening a spare leaf, my heart twinges at that thought. That isn't fair to Atlas. Not after he literally dropped everything to help me. They wouldn't toss me out, so I should honor their decisions and do right by them. Like with these flowers. 

And the first chance I get, I'll go examine those mirrors again. Just in case. No reason to offend Jason by suggesting his home isn't as secure as he thinks.

So holding my head a little higher, I return to the couch and gently set the vase on the sleek coffee table. Ugh, but I hate the sound of glass hitting glass. At the shrill, screeching clink, I grind my teeth, and hold on more tightly to my photo.

"Let me see that," Jason demands, their conversation halted with rapid alarm.

"See what?" I'm asking, even as he's ripping the photo from my hands. "Hey! Give that back."

Atlas stops me with a quick hand on my shoulder, eyeing Jason with trepidation.

"What's wrong?" His low voice is coated in urgency, and my ears begin to ring with oncoming anxiety.

"Is this your sister? The one who's missing?"

"Yes?" My answer comes out as a question in my confusion. I hate the sense of wrongness in this moment.

"She's here."
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Chapter 21: Tania
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"WHAT?"

"Here, where?"

Atlas and I both clamour our questions at once, and despite my rapid rise out of my seat, the pain that's been plaguing my leg is completely absent.

"I saw her at the hospital on Wednesday when I went to pick up some paperwork. She was in triage. She's skinnier than this picture, and kind of wild looking, but it was definitely the same girl."

"But where is she now? I need to go find her," I cry, wheeling back to the door. Atlas puts out an arm to stop me, and my eyes burn as I gaze at him in alarm. Why would he stop me now? This is my sister we’re talking about!

"Are you absolutely sure it's the same person? We can't just go barreling into town with The Council on red alert."

Jason face is tired as he nods once, "I couldn't place it at the time, but her eyes are what caught my attention. I knew I'd seen them before, but I couldn't figure out where. She looks like Tania."

The small sob that catches in my throat holds back the pain in my chest, and I lean against one of the many mirrors, pushing my hair back with my hands in disbelief. This is it. I'm going to save her. We're going to be okay. She’s going to be fine.

"Okay, great. Do you know why she was there? Can you find out where she went?"

He's asking all the practical, necessary questions, but my head is reeling, and all I want to do is drive into town and get her. I've come too far for a pesky group of ornery witch haters to get in my way.

Jason's head bows with a heartbreaking slouch.

"I can find out why she was there, sure... but as far as where she went..." his voice trails off.

I snap to attention at the despair in his tone. "Where? What aren't you telling me?"

"Tania, calm down, you're getting hysterical!" Atlas wraps his arms around me as I hit the wall in frustration, causing a ripple of glass to shake across the hall.

"I can't calm down! Telling someone to calm down only ever has one effect- pissing them off more!" Struggling against his chest, I raise my voice in desperation. "Jason, I want my sister, where is my sister?"

My voice is breaking, my throat is swollen, and as my cries unleash, I'm blinded by tears. The only thing keeping me on my feet are Atlas' arms, as my weight collapses against him. 

I can barely hear him over the ringing in my ears, but it doesn't matter. I don't understand his words anyway. I just want my sister.

"Bowens was with her. I'm so sorry Atlas, I swear I wouldn't have left her there if I knew. But they didn't say a word to me, they can't possibly be trying to peg her for the demon, can they?"

"Honestly Jason, I'm not all that sure where they draw the line when it comes to witches. Can you make a few calls? See if there's any chance she was admitted and didn't go with him?"

"Go with who? I don't understand, who has her?" My words are as repetitive as my thoughts, but they’re not bringing me any closer to Sasha.

They will steal you, the words echo through my head, as clear as the mangled face that spoke them. Someone's been picking off witches, is it this Bowens person?

"Samuel Bowens is one of the most influential Council members," Atlas murmurs against my hair.

"Unfortunately, The Council's current position on, um, uh, witches, is that one of you has unleashed a shifter into the city limits. Which means, anyone suspected of witchcraft is to be watched and investigated intensely."

"Investigated?" The word is pushed from my lungs by an overcrowding of fears that threaten to drown me.

The more they look into her past, the worse it's going to get. Even in a regular city, a coven banned witch is seen as a disgrace or possible danger. One who's on the run from her coven because of possible dark spellwork? Even worse. I knew that coming into town, Atlas warned me from the start, so why does this feel so bad?

A groan shudders through my throat, and my legs give out completely, forcing Atlas to lower me to the ground into a sitting position.

"We can get her back, no problem. This is good, if she's physically here we can bring her back from the other side of things. Maybe this is why you keep having those nightmares? The ghost from that house could have the answers!"

Atlas is lying, I know he's lying because he's using the same voice I used on Sasha when she was little and I promised her Dad was coming home soon. It's empty, but covered in a sugary sweetness that makes it sound like the only thing in the world that can possibly happen. 

Behind him, Jason is pale with stress and pain, but leaning towards us anyway. "What do you mean the other side of things? I saw her in town, where else could she be?"

"Astral plane, stuck on the wrong side of the Veil, poor dear. Didn't you tell your new friends anything, Tania? Because, Sugar, if you don't work fast, it's all going to come tumbling down faster than you can blink." The words fall about me in shattered fragments of understanding, and in my shock, I can only stare in disbelief at the woman who spoke them.

"Andromeda?!"

She loiters just outside the door, with a velvet voice, and enough violence in her eyes to conjure a world of fear. As if we needed any extra panic. 

"I would have been here sooner, but I've got to hand it to you gentlemen, y'all have got your boundaries shut down right. I've been waiting around for days looking for even a trace of a witch, and I didn't get nothing until this morning."

Recoiling from her words, I duck my head closer to Atlas' chest, and he raises an arm, blocking my cousin's face from view. Her body distorts strangely, reminding me of the heat like wavers from this morning.

"Hang on now, I'm the calvary! I come in peace." But she makes no move to enter the room, and glancing between my two protectors, I gather that they're both keeping her at bay. Jason is standing now, muttering ancient tongues beneath his breath that light up his doorway with dozens of symbols and words from every country imaginable. Glowing sigils and pictographs burn from within the wood, though I know they weren't visible when we first walked in.

"Prove it," Atlas spits out, while tightening his arm around my ribs to pull me with him as he scoots back towards Jason.

I haven't seen Andromeda since Sasha's reception into The Coven. Unless she was at my trial, but everyone was so menacing that night, it was impossible to tell one Tempest face from another.

"You know as well as I do, The Coven cut me off. The only reason I can think of, for you being here, is to hunt for Sasha." Even as the words leave my mouth, that fear runs down my spine.

"Tania, let's be frank. The Tempest clan has always been way darker than anyone would like to admit, but the thought of a mother wanting to burn one daughter over the loss of another? That's something even the elders couldn't stomach. But then you pulled your little stunt refusing to follow decorum at your trial, and they couldn't very well let you off the hook, so banishment it was. Nobody wants to hurt Sasha; I promise. Nobody even wants to bother with you, well, besides your dear old mom. She’s madder than a bat out of hell. I swear, that woman lost every bit of her heart the moment your daddy walked out the door."

"Shut up! Shut up, shut up!" Before I can process my own actions, I'm hurling fireballs out of my palms, anger fueling the flames more than any conscious thought. Offensive magic works best that way, but for my dear cousin, all I'm doing is defending myself. 

"Just because your family is so damn perfect, doesn't mean you get to chase me down just to kick me down when all I'm trying to do is save the one person I have! Can't you just give me that!?" Sparks glance off the doorway as she throws up a shield of glittering light, and I throw all the more furiously.

"No! Because I'm not going to let you sacrifice yourself and screw everything up! Think, Tania, for once, think! What the hell is my talent? Prophecy! Now you listen to me when I say that you need me, and I need you!"

Need. The words stops me short, flames still sparking in my palm. Need. That's an angle I can understand, one I can get behind. As far as cousins go, we've never been close, but that was less on our choosing and more on our mothers. But Andromeda has always kept to the edge of gatherings, and if there's anyone I can imagine going against The Coven it would be her. I just wouldn't have expected her to do it for me. Or Sasha.

"What's in it for you?" I snarl, stalling to consider my options.

Both men divert their attention towards me, unsure of what direction to take. Friend or foe? I can imagine them silently asking me. I'd like to know the answer myself.

"An open mind," she begins, flicking her eyes to the way Atlas scoots just a bit more in front of me. "Which I'm betting you'll be sure to give me, with how close you've gotten to these mages. And, once this shitstorm is taken care of and we get you reinstated; I need a matriarch who will grant some protection to someone who's really going to need it."

"You've got to be joking, look at the situation, you can't really expect me to be able to protect anyone?"

Pointing a finger to her head, she raises a sharply shaped eyebrow at me. "Seer, remember? Trust me, Sugar. You got this. But not alone, we're going to need to work together. I'm going to help you get your precious pain in the ass, and then, one of these days, you'll help a couple of friends of mine."

I don't like the way she's eyeing me, all exasperation and overconfidence. But even more, I hate her talent. She's like a living embodiment of my mirror; shiny, dangerous, and deadly accurate. It's enough to leave a bad taste in anybody's mouth.

"You make it sound like I don't even have a choice. How do I know you're really here to help, that this isn't some kind of bluff?"

"You ran away from your dad's when you were twelve, and everybody thought you went straight home, but you didn't. You bought a plant. A regular, boring, uninspiring little suçculent often called a little jewel." 

The base of my neck grows cold, and a tiny pot filled with black soil and a smidge of green flashes through my mind. Still, Andromeda presses on. "You knew even then that was asking for trouble, so now that it's all going to hell, do you really think you do have a choice? Face it. You need me, whether you believe me or not."

"You haven't told me anything I didn't already know," I retort, mentally cursing myself for giving her the impression I might actually need her help. "So much for being a helpful seer." Making a show of rolling my eyes, I struggle to sit up straighter, forcing Atlas to move with me. "You have thirty seconds to try again, or get lost."

"Stop being so prideful. I told you something that nobody but you or Sasha would know. I tracked you down despite your cloaking spells, and I haven't raised a single finger against you even while you were throwing flames at my face. Do you know how expensive this lipstick is?" She points at her puckered lips, indicating the bright violet gloss. 

Cocking her hip to the side she continues with annoyance. "If I wanted it melted off, I'd find myself a date. Now get off your high horse and let me help you before you get yourself killed. Stars know, if you had asked for help when Sasha started all this nonsense we wouldn't be here right now. I would've thought after Hallow's Eve you would have done something, but here we are," she huffs at me, throwing her hands out to motion to our odd positions.

Jason is still muttering under his breath, despite the obvious pain in his eyes. Atlas is crouched beside me, tattoos glowing as bright as the sun beyond the stairwell. And me? Well, I've just reduced myself to a pathetic mess sometime between my rapid collapse on the floor and the fire fueled tantrum.

"Let her in," I decide grudgingly. She may be an intolerable know-it-all and potential spy, but being a seer means she's going to find out everything regardless if we cooperate or not. We may as well take her at her word and use her strengths if that's the case.

"I knew you'd see it my way," she soothes, raising a flat stone to her eye before stepping in. A hagstone. The near perfect circle in the center allows her to scan the room for unseen dangers, and though she pauses at the mirrors on the wall, her attention sticks to Atlas the moment her gaze crosses him.

Jason had taken my words as a welcome opportunity to collapse back into his seat, his injuries from the wreck obviously not as healed as Atlas assumed. But as for the latter man, his stance hasn't changed, so on the floor we remain.

"Hon, I swear to you, I'm not going to touch a single hair on her head. Y'all's relationship is actually one of the reasons I'm okay risking my own position with our coven, so would you kindly put that shield down?"

Shield? He grumbles unhappily at her, but as he does so, the wavering around Andromeda slows and fades away. I thought his arm was up to physically shield me, but stupid me didn't take into account his own defensive magic. I knew those tattoos were more than pretty decorations or glowing threats.

Stepping into the room, she ties her waist length hair into a clumsy bun, and flashes a smile at the guys in way of introduction. "Hi, boys. My name's Andy, what can I call y'all?"

"Why don't you use your stupid fortune telling to figure that one out?" I mutter under my breath.

Atlas twists one edge of his mouth to the side and glances at me disapprovingly. "I'm Atlas, that's Jason. So what help are you going to give us? Because from what I can tell, The Council is going to be on our hides for hosting not one, but two witches, and trying to steal a third from under their noses."

Snapping her fingers at the still open door, Andy welcomes in a slinking animal the size of a dog. "Fight a beast, with a beast. Tania, darling, I know you're fond of that little kitty cat of yours, but you should know by now, the wilder the familiar is, the more powerful. Isn't my Kamali handsome?"

"Is that a freaking serval in my living room?!" Jason shouts from his seat. "What the hell? Is that even legal?"

"Are Tania and I even legal?" She retorts, waving finger quotes on the last word. "In this state, I don't know, and don't care. He's my familiar and I'm not going anywhere without him, especially not until I can figure out what we're working with here."

"Hang on, am I to understand that you magically know everything that's gone on here the last two weeks? That out of nowhere, you're just going to snap your fingers, and everything is fine?" Atlas demands, standing in front of me, in a very clearly defensive stance.

"Are we still not answering the whole why-is-a-serval-in-my-living-room bit?" Jason demands agitatedly.

I just want Sasha, why isn't anyone moving out the door yet? "Andromeda, where is she? We're wasting time."

A feral scowl crosses her face, and the black coated feline at her feet emits a low yowl. "See that's the problem being a seer, it's nothing but questions all the time. Demands, demands, demands. I'm here to save y'all's asses, you could wait just a moment."

Heat rushes to my face and I bite my tongue despite my sense that no, we really can't wait just a moment.

Dropping herself onto the sofa, Andromeda lays down, and throws her legs nonchalantly onto the arm of the couch. Then she rolls her eyes before speaking. "I get flashes of things. Big animal, creepy ghost, messed up dudes with way more ink than necessary... and a seance going terribly wrong. So! I've come to intervene." Clapping her hands together, she flashes a smile at Jason. "And yes, handsome, this is a serval. Like I said, he's my familiar, where I go, he goes."
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Chapter 22: Atlas
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"I CAN'T STAND THAT woman. I don't even understand how her and Tania could be related," Jason gripes at me as we huddle in the corner of his kitchen.

"Yeah, I know. But Tania seems to trust her, so what are we supposed to do?"

"I don't think Tania trusts her, I just think she's desperate. I say we leave them here, and call up Elliot. Go into town ourselves and see if we can find where The Council has got her sister."

I grimace against that suggestion, even though I know it would be the simplest plan. "The last time we split up, Tania needed stitches, and you ended up in the hospital. I'm not leaving anyone behind."

"Then send Elliot in, and we can work on the rest of it. What do we know about the Shadow World?"

Not enough. Out loud, I respond, "Trying to cross the line between life and death is strictly forbidden, so The Council has never shared much about it. From what Tania has said, most covens work the same way. It's dangerous, and chaotic, and the only souls that exist there are the wretched idiots that went too far while astral projecting." Like Sasha, I try not to think. "Or the twisted remnants of witches and mages who never crossed over."

"So, it's a world of ghosts and terror?"

My beer is halfway to my lips, but I pause long enough to nod. "Yup," I say, punctuating the word with a popping noise on the last letter.

"I've got to level with you, man. Your girl is nice, but her family is not to be reckoned with. Bowens was called to triage because Sasha was scaring the ER staff. Do you understand how unhinged a person has to be to scare them?"

His words are filled with concern, and it's obvious he's giving me as much warning as he can during these few, private moments, but I don't care. As soon as I promised Tania I'd help her, my world flipped upside down. Right or wrong, stupid or not, it's too late for me to do anything but follow the course I'm on. 

"Even the gentlest of souls are dangerous if they become a ghost. I'm sure having a good chunk of your soul stuck in the Shadow World would do about the same to a person. Make no mistake, I know Andy and The Council aren't the only dangers we're facing, but that's why I can't step back. I don't think Tania's realized that danger; she's too blinded by love."

"No offense man, and I know you've only known her a couple of weeks, but I think you're headed that way too."

I'd argue with him, but the look in his eyes is so sad, I step backwards to get away from it. "Calm down, Jason. I thought you were all for me asking her out last week, what's changed?'

He shakes his head slowly, letting his long hair fall over his shoulders. "Have you forgotten what a monster that giant cat is? It's hunting for witches, no doubt. I could feel it. It knocked me off my bike like I was nothing, had me under its claws... but the way it looked at my face, it was crazy. Almost as if-"

"Almost as if it were surveying your very soul? Weighing it to see if you could satisfy its hunger? Yeah, I remember."

"Then you should also know, I didn't actually run it off with your keychain. That had already hit the pavement before I did. It backed up when the ambulance came, nobody even glanced at it, it was as though it was invisible. But it watched me until Ada Gormley showed up. Her daughter Katie works at the coffee shop."

My forehead is aching from the tension between my eyebrows, and I rub my face impatiently. "So what? What does that have to do with anything?"

"They had some technical difficulties. Power outage for no discernible reason. Same thing as with the place you said you took Tania to. Two days later, the news reported damage from some kind of animal."

"What are you saying? You think the cat ditched you to follow the trail of someone distantly connected to a coffee shop that Tania happened to walk in? In that case, where's Ada Gormley? Or her daughter?"

The Council would have sent out notice if anyone had been injured or attacked after Jason. Especially mortals. The Gormley's may be a pain in the ass kind of family, but if they were hurt, we should have heard something. 

"I don't know, man. But the number one danger on my list isn't The Council, or a couple of ghosts. It's the animal that is literally trying to hunt us down."

"We have no proof. El's been fine, and my mom, and Nova- and they've all met with or talked to Tania. There's nothing here but weird feelings and wild conjectures."

"Atlas, you're not listening," he starts.

"No. I am. I heard you, and I'm done. Stone, you're a wreck. There's no way you're fighting anything or anyone. I'll figure out what needs to be done, and you just stick close by your phone in case anyone needs more stitches, deal?"

His face sets into quiet anger, and he shakes his head once more. "Fine. But, for the record, I think we're all screwed."

"Noted." 

"What's noted?" Tania enters the room shyly, and although her face is dry, her eyes are swollen from tears, making her heavy eyelids even more noticeable.

"Um," I falter, glancing around for an answer. "Just that I need to lay off his beers or buy him new ones," I lie, holding up the drink in my hand. "How's it going out there?"

Grey eyes flick upward in annoyance as she blows her hair out of her face. Even when we're in the midst of a crisis, I can't help but stare at those eyes.

"Well, Jason, I'm very sorry to say that your couch has been taken over by her precious Kamali. Otherwise, she's actually been pretty helpful. I came in to give you this." 

She holds out a slip of paper with a few names scrawled on it in thick ink, but it passes into Jason's hands too quickly for me to decipher.

"Andromeda says you need them," she tells him. "Apparently Atlas is going to be too busy with something else, but don't ask me what, because she only likes to give vague answers about anything, ever."

"Why can't you just call me Andy?"

I have to hide a groan at the newest arrival crowding into the kitchen. Between her abrupt arrival, and her constant use of endearments, I'm ready to go ransack Bowens' house myself, just to get away from her. If only that didn't include leaving behind Jason and Tania.

"Sugar, I told you. If you want any clearer answers, I'm going to need the mirror."

"Like I said before Andromeda, you aren't authorized to use that. It's my birthright, not yours, and trust me, it's caused enough damage for me. You don't want it."

Both women turn to face each other, bracing themselves as if for a physical fight, and I tense immediately. Andy lifts her hagstone to her eye, and snarls at the sight of the shields I'm raising, but I'm not letting either of them burn down Jason's kitchen. There's enough scorch marks on my ceiling for both of our homes.

Before anyone can say a word, a dreadfully familiar keening resounds about us. A screeching, wailing horror, that sends waves of nausea through my body. The scream is as unnatural as the plummeting temperatures that accompany it. There's no need for explanations, or time. We all know what the freezing air and banshee cry precedes.

What we aren't prepared for though, is the sound of shattering glass, or the scream of a serval outside the door.

Hulking fur, and metallic eyes slink into the doorway, and somewhere over the sound of my pounding heart, I hear a strangled cry of pain and terror. I don't know who it comes from, but I throw my shield out to border Andy as she's standing far closer to the door than any of us should.

Besides me, Tania's hands begin to fly with a fury I can only partially process. Light flickers between them, and all at once she seems to be holding flames of pure light between her palms, glancing off and magnifying where they hit my shields.

Again, screaming pierces my eardrums, driving like a knife through my skull. This time, I see it's Andy's mouth that appears to have unhinged, more shocked than any seer should ever have the right to be.

Jason is already chanting, and I join him, linking together words and admonitions we'd been raised with. Some languages are native to our tongues, other foreign and ancient, nearly as forgotten as the power their spells hold.

Andy's screaming continues, pounding into the air with the velocity of a hawk plummeting from the sky. High and loud enough to paralyze any prey, except she's not the hunter, she's the hunted.

The demon saunters closer to us, with its giant paws seemingly silent against the screeching that deafens all but my frantic heart.

Jason collapses behind me, the agony of channeling so much energy while injured overcoming him at last. Tania's lights flicker and dim, and I move my lips as fast as I can while pulling out the knives at my waist. He was right. This was the biggest danger.

Andy's mouth is moving grotesquely, as her cries distort words she's desperately clinging to. "It's not a cat, that's not a cat!"

Despite her terror, she makes no move to avoid the teeth and claws that slink ever closer to her. Gripping a knife closer against my palm, I edge around the kitchen, hoping for a close enough shot to cause some damage to this thing before it takes me down. Anything that affords the others enough time to run.

The hair on my arms raises and a clammy layer of sweat falls down my neck. Running seems like the more appropriate choice, but fiery eyes are fixated on Tania, flicking away only to locate her cousin. Setting my jaw forward, I take a breath and run, throwing myself towards the demon.

Instead of fur, I'm met with a wall of thin wires, catching against my clothes and easily scraping my skin open in jagged lines. Where my blood pours out, so does faint traces of healing and protection spells, but they're nothing against the evil threatening to consume me.

My knives are buried deep into its flesh, and in my instant of victory, I believe that we can survive this. All too soon, though, sinew and bone twist and fly, slamming me against a countertop. My skull hits against the marble twice, jarring me from any actual awareness of the world. As I fall to the ground, I'm only sure of two things; there's more than blood obscuring my vision, and we can't all survive this.
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Chapter 23: Tania
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DESPITE HEARING THE terror inducing screams, and knowing I'd faced its taste for death before, I'd never been able to picture what this demon would look like. With its black coat and white spotted chest, I could almost trick myself into seeing a domesticated cat. But it moves with the force of a tiger and the threat of a jaguar. Above all, it's the energy of a black hole that scares the hell out of me. Destruction, darkness, and inevitable victory is what lends this creature its strength. This is death incarnate.

Bone crushing jaws open to reveal knife-like teeth, and release yet another screech, its talent for terror far surpassing any physical need. All of our defenses have fallen, or are failing, and I know there's no way to outrun it.

As Atlas crumples into a heap on the ground, it isn't the blood streaming down his face that breaks me down, or that I've seem to have lost Andromeda and Jason. No, it's the familiar glint of something inherently dark pulling me in.

It's the look Sasha gave me before everything went wrong. It's the look the death covens wear with pride. It's the look I try to hide every time I look in a mirror.

Now it's the look of my death. My sister's damned to hell, the seer has come too late, and my precious allies are broken on the floor. My apocalypse is here, so how many more breaths must I endure?

Hot breath crowds my face, and those fiery eyes stare me down as I abandon all efforts to save myself, and stand ready for this feral reaper. The cursed cold at my back has numbed my limbs once more, and the putrid stench of rotting flesh reminds me of the corpse I'll be in just a few moments.

"Fool! I told you to be careful, I warned you! And this is how you repay me? My blood, my life, does it mean nothing to you?"

My vision clouds, and as I'm knocked to the ground, the shadow from the mirror stands over me. Blood spatters cover the grotesque shape, and a woman's mouth, torn and twisted, hisses in my ear.

"Stand up you intolerable fool! I've waited a century for someone to overturn this deal, and this is how you do it? It isn't a sacrifice if you don't even try to fight back!"

But the time for fighting is over, how can I fight when I can't even stand? Darkness overcomes all but my sense of hearing, and shrill yowls and insults hit through the static in my skull. There's no pain, no more fear, nothing but solitude.

Nothing but heather.

An entire garden bed of heather flourishes on the side of the house, and I stand against the tomato trellis, scowling at its presence.

"Why heather? Out of everything you could have chosen to grow, you pick something known for representing solitude?"

Sasha rolls her eyes at me. "I was mad at you. You wouldn't stop bothering me about going out with Robbie, so I thought if I planted enough, you'd leave me alone. Didn't work though. Instead, he stopped calling, so congrats, you got your way. Like always."

"Oh sure, exactly what I wanted; a sulking sister to overwhelm our garden with heather and use up the electric bill on watching crappy movies all day. At least I know why nobody's responded to any of my calls lately. You screwed us both."

Now she's the one scowling. "So now what do we do?"

I shrug, exasperated with the day already, despite it being well before noon. "We do what we do any other time we need to reverse a spell. Wait until a new moon. And in this case, I propose we just dig it up."

Frowning at the significant amount of the plant, and mulling over the quiet heartbreak on Sasha's face, I know that's not good enough.

"Okay, you'll dig it up, but I'll burn it too, just for good measure."

She jerks her head up at me with unhidden glee. "I love it when you set stuff on fire! I've never understood why you don't use your talent more often, it's so bad ass."

"Says the girl who literally charms snakes," I state with a deadpan expression.

Even as we're talking, she has a boa draped over her shoulders in place of a necklace; and I watch uneasily as its rose plated scales twist over her ruddy skin like living jewels.

"Rosie isn't charmed," she defends. "She's just attached to me. Besides why not use my strengths if I've got them? You hide behind all those crystals and potions like they're the only thing you can do!"

I sigh, the tension in my forehead returning as quickly as it had faded. She never lets that go.

"Fire throwing isn't exactly light magic. I would just prefer to work on the right sort of things as much as possible. Be well balanced."

She responds with a snort, distractedly pulling the reptile from her shoulders and wrapping it around her wrist.

"Right, because ignoring your affinity is sooo well balanced. So we got chaotic talents. Who cares? The world's chaotic, I think that's balanced enough."

With that she leaves me alone in the yard, crooning to the writhing creature in her hands. Once again, expecting me to clean up the mess.
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"YOU KNOW, FOR A SEER, you don't seem to be particularly adept at seeing anything helpful while we actually have time to use it."

I know that voice.

"Shut it, Handsome. Put your pretty little head to use and fix them. We don't stand a chance if we're not all standing."

Ugh. I know that voice too.

"Well, between a concussion and near suffocation, I don't think either one will be much use anytime soon." Jason snaps, his voice harsher than I've ever heard it before. "I'm just thankful her ribs are just bruised and not broken."

I'd like to argue that fact. An intense ache wraps its way around my lungs, and as much as I'd love to open my eyes, I'm terrified of what surviving means. For far too long, I've run myself ragged for the sake of my sister, and now it seems a dead woman expects me to take on her weight as well.

"They will, because they have to be. Do you see this? This is called a guide. It helps me map out anything I'm looking for, whether I'm scrying, using a dowsing rod, or even reading palms. Sasha had one, so did Tania. Both of theirs shattered, and now mine is fracturing."

That's news to me, startling enough to force me to face the present. "What do you mean Sasha's shattered?" I gasp out, though only barely. The ache in my ribs transforms into a fire that blazes through my very core, and my eyes water so intensely, I can hardly make out the wreckage of the room around me.

"Oh thank goodness you're talking! Sugar, you cannot scare me like that!"

Coughing, flinching, and struggling to sit up, I take her offered arms gratefully. Andromeda's showy confidence has finally dropped, and this shaky, nervous person in front of me, is more genuine than I've ever seen her. The Coven didn't send her, that much is plain on her face, but the panic behind her eyes tell a story even more haunting.

"Andromeda," I force out. "What is it? Why exactly are you here?"

She gazes everywhere but my face, as though the lack of eye contact will somehow lessen the impact of her confession. "I should have acted sooner. Everyone was blaming you for Sasha, but I knew from the very beginning you wouldn't do anything, you couldn't. You bound yourself so tight, I don't think you even realize what's at stake."

I stare at her, more confused than ever, and my heart labors against pain and fear in what must be an audible gallop.

"Sasha isn't in her right mind. I found her that night, after your trial. I swear, I was trying to help y'all!"

This is why she disappeared, this is why I couldn't find her.

"She went ballistic, started screaming at me about a broken deal, and unfulfilled destiny. I tried to calm her down, but she was dead set on finishing some ritual, so I followed her."

"Followed her where? Why didn't you mention any of this before?" Fury rushes up my throat, turning my words into snarls, and with each ending syllable, I'm caught on the edge of agony that embraces my torso.

Andromeda only shakes her head in response, tears streaming down her face as she works to control her own vocal chords. "A yard, with a ring of toadstools. She was delusional, ranting about a woman with a ripped face-"

No. No way. Goosebumps race down my arms, as they begin to shake uncontrollably.

"-I think she was trying to conduct a seance, but everything started shattering. Shards of crystal and glass hit me in the face, and I only turned away for a second. All I did was throw my arms up for a second, Sugar, I swear! But when I looked up again, she was gone." 

She was gone. Three words that sum up my entire past year. She was gone. Three words that drive a stake through my heart.

Sasha, my Sasha, has been gone for months. There's been nothing but a crazed woman teetering between this world and the next, and from the sounds of it... Andromeda and I may be headed for the same fate.

Just as the scrying mirror is my birthright, those stone figures were dedicated to each of us when we chose our familiars. Those guides are- were-  a representation of our energy in any attempt to scry. I had assumed it was this mess of a town and the mirror's deadline that broke mine... but there's more than coincidence here.

"So what do we do?" I whisper, positive that I won't like the answer.

"I'm not sure. I saw something about a card draw, and a lightning storm. The only thing I'm certain of is a candle on your mirror, and a room covered in daisies. Does that mean anything to you?"

My lips are trembling too much for me to form any words, so instead, I nod numbly. Atlas is barely beginning to wake, and I dread demanding even more from him than he's already given.

Atlas is the one with the cards, and there's only one place I know of with daisies. We're going back to the witch's house.
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LOVE. DEATH. STORM. Hidden.

Storm. Death. Hidden love?

Hidden death? Storm love?

Hidden storm, love death?

"These stupid cards make no sense!" I groan out loud. Tania is insisting I make some sort of meaning out of them, but every turn of my head sends the world spinning. Even as I slap them onto the table, acid threatens to travel up my throat, and my stomach does a flip.

"Well you're the one who drew them, they've got to mean something," Tania snaps at me, her dark lipstick twisting her scowl into a threatening line.

"Then go show them to the fortune teller and let me go lay down! I feel like my head was hit by a truck." Leaning forward, I rest my forehead in my palms and try to shut out the throbbing in my temples.

"Well, a marble countertop is close enough, but at least we're still alive. I, for one, would like to stay that way."

She's right, she's right. My effort made little impact on the beast, but gave Andy's serval a second chance to attack, and Andy a moment to compose herself and actually be useful. I'm still unclear on the details, the fuzziness of pretty much everything makes it hard to focus on conversation, but it seems that a second attack with my knives did the trick. The demon is still out there, but injured enough to give us some respite.

"So remind me again, how these cards help with that?" I peer through my fingers to scrutinize their symbols once again. Storm, and death... I had thought that meant the thunderstorm a week ago.

"I'm not a seer, you tell me," Tania sighs. "Or ask Andromeda, for that matter." She's chewing distractedly on her thumbnail and perusing yet another book on burial traditions. "I swear, I saw something in here about a white spotted cat. Why didn't I highlight it?"

"Because you'd never desecrate any book with highlighter," Andy grumbles, edging around the room with the energy of a startled bird. Kamali trails behind her, as much of a shadow as Elara, who's winding her way back and forth beneath the table.

Both women are pale and trembling, yet I've never seen anything fiercer. Heaven help anything that tries to take them on, including whatever curse is trying to push them down Sasha's fate. Anything that messes with these women will have a hell of a time. Especially since we haven't given up on Sasha yet. At least, Tania and I haven't. Jason just wants to survive, and I have no clue what Andy's stance is on all of this. For all I know, she could still be waiting to screw us over. Something in her demeanor changed the moment she saw that demon, I just wish I knew what that change means.

"Atlas, your brother is a pain in the ass," Jason calls from the doorway. Out of all of us, he's now the least scathed. Such a big difference from yesterday. Now his apartment is in smithereens, and we're hiding out in Andromeda's cramped hotel room.

"And?" 

"And he and Nova will be staying over at your mom's place until this blows over. He said they can excuse it as helping clear out the house, and he doubts she'll question it much."

"Thanks, Stone." With everything else, I couldn't imagine having to have that talk with my brother. He wouldn't have listened to me anyway. As soon as I called into work that first day, he told me not to call again. Nova's show of welcoming Tania had proven just to be a show, and it was one Elliot decided was too tiring to continue. "Any word from The Council?"

"Thomas Ursa called them. I was hoping to pass the wreckage off as a gas explosion, but no luck. Bowens has been calling non-stop and I'm running out of reasons to not answer. I've got about an hour before I go in front of them, and then you'll need a plausible excuse to not make it to the meeting you know they're going to call."

"Flu, I have the flu." I nod at him, cringing when I realize what a bad idea moving is. The world sways to the side and back again as I struggle to stay upright.

"El and my mom too," I continue. "We've all got the flu and that's why I haven't been into work. They won't care about Nova, she's just a mortal." I hate saying those words, but it's true. The Council cares about mages, and hates witches, but mortals barely make their list of residents to pay attention to.

Leaning against the wall, Jason nods ruefully back at me. Straight up lying to The Council about being the only one present for the attack is a huge risk, but diversion is the only way we'll have time to find Sasha and get down to that house.

Andy is pacing around the space between the beds with Tania's tablecloth map in her arms, oblivious to all but Kamali's paws that step quickly along her feet. Tania on the other hand, glances up from her book and stares at Jason with a sick expression.

She knows what the truth could mean for him... and me. Hell maybe even for Elliot and Mom too. I've screwed up everything. All our lives, potentially all of our powers, just to help this woman in front of me. I should be angry at her, but watching heartbreak and guilt cover her face... I can't find the energy to even be resentful.

No matter what the cost, I would go back and make that same decision again. Even if it costs me my life, I will keep making the decision to protect her. She's worth it.

This time, looking at the cards makes a little more sense. Ill fated love, and death.

I'm willing to make that sacrifice, but is it right to decide for my family?

"That will work," Andy murmurs in between paces. "But don't forget to check up on those names I gave you. The second from the top will test you, don't lash out at him, it's just going to be bait to get you condemned."

"Could you be any clearer? I could really use all the help I could get here." Jason responds, turning his hands outward in desperation, and I turn my eyes away from Tania to watch their exchange.

With snarled hair falling over her forehead, Andy's widened eyes give her a crazed look, and I edge my chair closer to Tania's.

"No. If I could, I would. I saw a glimpse of an argument, and a dark aura; but, I also see that six months from now, you'll be using magic in the operating room. That tells me someone's going to try to trick you today, but you still keep your powers. All's well that ends well for you, Handsome."

"Well, what about us, Andromeda? What about Sasha?" Tania softly asks, staring morosely at the bracelets on her wrists.

"I think I've almost got the map deciphered. It's confusing because there's three locations, but I don't know which one we need to go to first." Her eyebrows are pulled into a troubled frown, and Kamali's ears point forward attentively.

"I got it to light up at a coffee house. Maybe that was the first one?" Tania suggests, lowering her book.

"That makes sense. Show me where?" They spread the map onto one of the twin mattresses and lean over it thoughtfully, moving evenly. 

I abandon my cards to walk over to Jason, nausea giving me slight vertigo with every step. "So that's good news," I murmur. "You're going to pull this off. You're going to be okay." 

It's difficult to speak this way, dancing around the fact that the rest of us could very well be on our way to our deaths. But he's my best friend, that's got to count for something. He deserves my relief at his fate, even if I can't separate it from the uncertainty of my own.

"So will you. You heard the drama queen, man. She's only betting on us because she knows we've got a winning team. She's relying on future favors."

He's wrong though, Andy is only betting on Tania. My job from the very beginning was to help Tania find her sister and get out of here. Nowhere in that promise was my safety guaranteed.

"We got it!" Tania's triumphant voice splits through our conversation, and she beckons us forward.

Andy rapidly points at different spots on the spiraling lines, finding discrepancies my eyes are blind to. "Here's the coffee shop, which got Tania started."

"The only good thing to come out of that place," Tania scoffs.

"That leads us across to here- what y'all described as the house with a ghost?"

"Okay, that's two places down, where do we go next?" Jason cuts in.

"You don't go anywhere, Handsome. Your meeting with that council is the perfect diversion. Then, while everybody's busy, we'll go to this place over here." She's pointing at seemingly nothing, and Tania catches the look of confusion on both mine and Jason's faces.

"Here." She places a thin sheet of tracing paper over the cloth, and I recognize the map I'd painstakingly been tracing just yesterday morning. 

The spot on the map is familiar enough, even though it's a place I try to avoid. Abel Englebert's house. It looks like I'll be breaking and entering for the second time this month. At least this time, I know how to get in.
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WAITING ANOTHER HOUR is pure agony. 

I've spent so long searching for Sasha, now that I'm finally closer to her... I don't know what to expect. Even worse, I'm terrified of who I might find. What's left of my sister to recover? 

We prepare what we can. Atlas cleans and organizes his weapons, Andromeda tends to the familiars and hums meditations under her breath, and I survey the meager supplies I'd grabbed from my RV on our way over here. My crystal water case, a small collection of plant clippings, travel sage sticks... along with two items Andromeda forced me to bring.

One, small succulent, carefully nestled in a pot adorned with jasper and obsidian, and a dented box, locked, rusted, and unfortunately, unforgotten.

There's no point in staring at them, and watching the others brings me no joy either. Andromeda is frenzied, focused, and short on words. Atlas is battered and distressed, and his right eye is swollen shut but every time he sees me, he nods encouragingly. As though I haven't caused enough damage as it is, as though I'm the one who deserves comfort. Every time he nods, guilt courses through me, and I know that if he or Jason suffers, it's all on me.

Sasha was my responsibility. But I wasn't strong enough, so maybe I've damned us all.

Resentment rushes through me, coloring my cheeks with silent anger, and for a split second I can see Sasha scoffing at me from the corner of my eye. 

Blinking, my mouth drops open, and she remains. She's nothing but skin and bones, and the gold of her hair is nothing more than a trick of light, as she rolls her eyes at me, seemingly unaware that her entire body is transparent.

"Haven't you figured it out yet? They'll never be safe with the sidhe on the loose. And you'll be trapped away with me. We'll never be apart, ever." Her lips curve into a wicked smirk, and a maniacal expression covers her face as she lilts out her words with a mocking whisper. "It's just like you promised."

I flinch backwards in horror and confusion, jolting my bruised ribs against my seat. As a hiss of pain slips through my teeth, my eyes shut tight reflexively, and the apparition fades as suddenly as it came on. There's nothing left to stare at but a sad hotel room and two other desperate people.

Atlas swings around at the noise, and starts to ask if I'm okay, but I can't read l tear my eyes away from where she stood.

The throbbing in my ribs is subsiding, but my heart races on, shoving adrenaline through my veins as if to replace any trace of anger. The shadow in the mirrors, the feeling of being watched, of course it felt wrong. I knew Sasha was half in this world and half in the next, what I failed to realize was just far into the next one she'd delved. My sister was never so cruel.

"Andromeda, is there any way a spirit could get through the wards? Any at all?" My words come out in a strangled lump, as I turn frantically to the book I'd abandoned half an hour prior. What was that word she used?"

Her eyes dart quickly to my face, and a guarded expression comes over her expression as she busies herself once again with the animals.

"I doubt it," she shrugs at me, pointedly looking away. Erratic movements are all I've seen from her since I woke up in the wreckage of Jason's home, but this is something more. Slowly, I lower the book, and twist around to stare at her.

Atlas sees it too. Beyond her frayed nerves is a forced indifference, and his face darkens in response.

"Bullshit. You're hiding something, and I'm not putting up with it," he growls, accusations dripping from every syllable. His anger is fierce and threatening, and Andromeda meets our eyes pleadingly.

"Can't we just wait to have this conversation until later?" She deflects. "It would be... easier. Promise, I'm not trying to hurt anyone here."

"Who said anything about hurting anyone," I demand, because it's obvious, whether she's trying to or not, something is about to hurt worse than seeing my sister as an apparition.

"Tania," she drawls out, with uncertainty. "Sugar, please, you aren't ready to know."

"Cut the crap, seer," Atlas snarls. "Tania's been pushing for answers since before she got to Hildrun, now if you've got them, you're sharing them. Did you know my brother's not talking to me right now because of the company I'm keeping? That I had to have Jason call him up to convince them to hide? Or the hell I'm going through after having to send my best friend off to lie to cover something I dragged him into?"

My eyes fly to Atlas, and my jaw drops in disbelief as another wave of guilt floods over me. He'd never mentioned family troubles, and I never imagined that Elliot would let his prejudice fall so deeply.

"But none of that matters, because our lives are on the line, Andy. Not just Sasha's, us, here, in this room! Now, I haven't known your cousin very long, but that doesn't matter either; because I know her well, and she deserves to have something good come out of all this. So I refuse to let anyone else cause her anymore pain in her life. And that includes you, you arrogant little sneak!" 

Despite Andromeda's towering stature, Atlas looms above her, with veins throbbing in his neck as fury overtakes him.

"Don't you get it? It's too late, it was too late as soon as Sasha threw herself across the Veil!" Black lined eyes widen with tears, and her voice cracks as she utters her next words.

"Yes. Yes, a spirit can get through, but only one. Because Tania," she stammers while grabbing my hand and knocking the book into my lap. "Tania, you and Sasha are too close. You wrapped more than blood together in that protection spell all those years ago."

Pointing at the pachyveria glauca that lies undisturbed on the bed, she pulls me close, unwilling to speak the words any louder than a whisper.  "You swore under a full moon to protect her even after your own death. If you don't break that oath, you'll both end up dead!" 

Atlas is demanding more answers, and Andromeda has finally broken down into tears, but my ears are ringing, and I can't hear anymore over my heartbreak.

I should want to argue, but Sasha just told me the same thing, didn't she? Nobody else has been seeing ghosts in their dreams or shadows behind their reflections. Nobody else made a childish vow that has haunted them throughout their entire adult life.

Maybe I didn't know what I was doing at twelve, but I've felt the effects ever since. No matter how angry or resentful I've felt towards Sasha, I've always bailed her out. Even when I knew it bordered on enabling her bad habits, I couldn't stop myself. But was that so wrong?

I love my sister. I love her more than life itself, but I can't see that as a bad thing. If I didn't love her like that, who would have? Dad left and never looked back, and when he did, he took Mom with him. In her place was our mother, a woman so single-mindedly focused on never hurting again, that even her children weren't worthy of caring for. If Sasha and I didn't stick together, nobody would have.

At the same time, I've already given so much of my life to her, for her. All she's done over the past couple of years is take, and I'm so damn tired of it. I have nothing more to give! Nothing else I want to give. My life should be my own. Free to dream about a future where I only have to care for myself, or maybe a family in a couple of years. Right now, more than anything, I just want to walk out of this hotel room with Atlas, and run away. Run anywhere, and just forget the mess my family has always been.

There's no changing the future though, and Andromeda warned me from the beginning she was here to try to stop my death. That means she's already seen it, and if I can't stop my fate, I might as well save the others along the way.

Sasha needs the tether I unwittingly gave her all those years ago to guide her across the astral plane, back to this side of the Veil. So the plant will go with us, and needs to stay intact. I'll just have to keep everyone else from knowing that until it's too late.

Andromeda has risked so much, and maybe she was hopeful for something in return, but I know now that isn't possible. No wonder she's been so on edge this entire time, seeing death before it occurs has to be unsettling.

As for Atlas...

I watch as he paces the room, demanding other solutions, pulling at his face and jaw like I've seen him do so many times over the last two weeks. His dark hair is so much messier than it had been the day we met, and there's nothing left of his carefree grin I loved from the start. But he's still just as strong, still just as dependable, and I'm going to miss him. I just regret we only got two weeks to know each other.

"Tania, say something!" Atlas roars at me. "There's got to be a way to pull her over the Veil before it takes you. You've read all those books on funerals and deaths; what do we do?"

He's on his knees, begging me for an answer, for an action to fight. His wonderful face is swollen, cut, and bruised, but the pain in his eyes goes deeper than any physical wound. How did I ever think of him as just a means to an end?

"I'll, I'll flip through the book," I stutter, unable to meet his gaze any longer. "Andromeda, let's just get Sasha first, then we can discuss the plant."

Sobbing, shaking, and nearly twisting her hair into knots, she agrees. They pack up our arsenal and ready the car, and I read up on the only thing that's useful to me now.

Six chapters in, on a background of why wakes came to be, I find it.

A banshee, disguised as a black cat, save for one bright spot of fur, is called a sidhe. It is a creature of darkness and her only purpose in our world is to consume, and trap souls. There's no mention on how to defeat it, but after seeing it myself, I know that's because it's impossible. The only way to appease it, is to give it what it wants.

"Okay, this is it," Atlas mutters from the front seat, pulling around to a gated community. The gates are locked, and unsupervised with the exception of a couple of cameras, but Andromeda and I came prepared for those. A couple of poppy blossoms fit right into the flowerbed just beside the drive, and we're free to go straight in.

The air is still warm from the day, and the humidity is just as heavy as ever, but I'm so lightheaded, I could have been floating. As Atlas drives stakes into the ground around the imposing three story home, Andromeda passes me a hagstone and raises one to her own eye. He's tearing down as many wards as he can, but we still need to be wary of traps inside the building as well.

Through the stone, each stake he hammers illuminates with sigils that reflect the engravings on the multitude of metalworks about the yard. At the gate, a lock rusts over and falls to the ground, while from the porch several windchimes swing wildly about the rain gutter before clamoring down. We watch from the car, as one by one, Atlas disables the wards he'd once put in place, and then moves on to remove the one's Englebert fashioned himself.

The Celtic knots at his wrist shine the brightest, a neon hue in the darkening evening; but all of his tattoos are glowing, no longer vibrant curiosities, but burning entities thriving beneath the surface of his skin. It's an entire living catalogue of spells, adapting with his every move. The sight is enough to pause the rest of my fears and thoughts, just to drink in the sight of his magic at work. 

Andromeda moves first, focused only on the task at hand, and I can almost believe in the bravado she wears like a cape. It's the only the detail of her quivering hands that reminds me she's just like me; scared shitless.

We let our familiars lead the way, one lean and sleek, bounding up the steps, the other small and agitated, slinking about the fading light. The humidity gives way to a slow cover of rain that seems too tame to suit this night, and Atlas catches my hand as we step over the threshold, reminding me of a blistering morning and loose gravel. His shoulders are tensed with stress, and I know he's listening for the same screeching that I am. The hunting grounds of this sidhe are unclear, but I'm positive an unguarded house is fair game.

Once we reach the center of the ground floor, Andromeda pulls out her guide, and waits. For a moment she stands motionless, with the small cheetah shaped stone held out in front of her. Slowly though, as though moved by a magnet, her hand drift upwards and to the west. "This way," she commands, running full speed to the carpeted stairs. 

The house is dark, its opulent decorations and trappings lay undisturbed, and all physical evidence tells us the building is empty. But as we battle the stairs, my heart rate climbs with more than just exertion. A large window parallels the second flight, and I almost stop breathing as condensation slides across the glass.

"Keep moving," Atlas whispers in my ear, placing one hand at the small of my back encouragingly. "I've got you."

Nodding in response, I swallow in vain, trying to dislodge the lump in my throat. The scent of fabric softeners and the humming of ceiling fans lets us know we've reached the bedrooms, and stepping quickly onto the landing, I reach behind me to hold Atlas' hand.

A chill from the AC makes me jump, but Elara and Kamali tread silently forward, so I let myself believe the cold is harmless, just another facet of this family's want for comfort. Plush furnishings diminish our shadows as we creep about the rooms, and the carpet beneath our feet hushes our progress. For as tall as Atlas is, even he is dwarfed by the surroundings, and that unsettling fact only adds to my nerves.

Every room is empty, so once again, Andromeda pulls out her guide, while Atlas and I huddle together, nervously watching our surroundings. This time, the movement of her palm drifting in the open space reminds me of the actions of a puppet, and I shudder runs through my body. My hand shakes in Atlas' palm, and he tightens his grip to steady me, but I don't need to glance at his face to know he's just as unnerved as I am. His hands are just as clammy as my own.

Again, the stone tells us to go up, but there's nowhere else to turn.

"What now?" Atlas asks, his voice barely audible above the swaying fans.

I set my jaw and quiet the flames that dance in the back of my head, begging for release. "Now, we look for an attic, and get Sasha the hell out of here."

"It's nice to finally know what her name is. That would have come in handy when I was trying to calm her down. Then again, it would have given the others more power over her." The foreboding words come from a skeletal figure lurking on the staircase, fear seizes my heart.

Atlas pushes me behind his back, and Andromeda locks her arm around mine as we brace ourselves against the newcomer. With a knife in my hand, and one in Andromeda's, Atlas alone holds no weapon. Instead, he widens his stance and holds his arms up in a show of peace.

"Why aren't you at the meeting? I thought you liked to lead things, or is that all just a show?" Atlas demands, and I realize he's hoping to distract the man, give us time to run. But his words are ignored, and our backs are up against a wall.

"Unfortunately for Sasha, Abel was worried she'd cause damage to his home, so she's been pretty sedated the past few days. I honestly don't think it's helped her predicament any." Cold, blue eyes lock onto my own, and I snap my teeth shut to hold back a gasp. 

"Tell me, Witch," he continues, his tone taunting and amused. "How did your friend get stuck in between worlds? The rest of the Council thought she'd gone mad, and it's obviously more than astral projection gone wrong... but I want to know what's happened to her soul. Do you think it's torn in half by this point, or just stretched from our side to the Shadow World?"

Blood rushes to my head as anger and terror convert into adrenaline, and I'm glad there's nowhere to run. I'm ready for a fight.

Only one fireball manages to graze Bowens shoulder before Andromeda pulls me around Atlas and into the nearest bedroom.

"What are you doing," I shriek. "I almost had him!"

She's busy blocking the door, Elara darts about the room in agitation. Atlas and Kamali are still in the hallway, and I can hear the two men fighting on the other side of the wall.

"Why did you leave him out there? He could be hurt!" My questions are frantic and distorted with emotion, but she knows who I'm referring to.

"He'll be fine, he's got a serval on his side. We need to move fast if we're going to get out of here with our own necks though." Throwing open a set of doors Andromeda begins ransacking the place, keeping an iron plated knife wedged haphazardly between her belt loops.

A loud thump precedes the sound of breaking glass, and I flinch, not knowing whose body caused the sound. "We've already been through here. Sasha's not in here, and neither is a way out!"

Andromeda tosses her mess of hair behind her to better glare at me as she stands knee deep in the clothing she's wrenched to the floor. "You said to look for an attic," she snaps. "So look. Maybe before your sweetheart gets his ass kicked and can't help us carry Sasha out of here."

Another crash shakes the wall, and angry voices trickle through the air as I spring into action behind her. My hands feel frantically around me for a light switch, or a cord to an attic door, anything to reveal the room we know we must have missed.

Elara shoves her way in, prancing between us with maniacal leaps that cause our legs to tremble and trip.

“What the?” As I lose my balance and twist to avoid the blade at Andromeda's hip, my elbows bang against the closet wall. Instead of the wooden wall I was expecting, my arm grazes against a raw crystal, and I cry out in pain and surprise.

Magic has many dialects, but some things are universal, and the rock set in the wall is my salvation.

"Here," I breathe, letting enough sparks heat my fingers to illuminate the rough rock. In the flickering light, I see a small smear of my blood is caught on an edge, and Andromeda reaches down to wipe it clean even as my hand drifts towards it.

"Ready?" She asks, but I'm already running my hands along the stone, searching for a way to make it move. The sound of the bedroom door being forced open causes me to flinch back, and as I do, my fingers brush against crystal, turning it like a knob.

The closet wall slides back and into itself, opening up to a pitch black stairway, barely large enough for me to walk through sideways. How far up is unclear, and the stale air hits our faces with a quiet whoosh.

"Whoa, talk about creepy. And here I thought I was the dramatic one," Andromeda notes, placing her hand reassuringly at her knife handle.

In the bedroom beyond her, the dresser crashes over, metal clinking as the wood splinters across the floor, but I'm already running into the dark. Blinded, covered in a cold sweat, and fighting a panic attack as it threatens to overthrow my senses, I'm running towards my sister.

At the top of the stairs is an opening. I nearly jump through in my hurry to Sasha, but as I struggle to peer through the dark, I know we aren't alone.
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Chapter 26: Tania
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MY EYES STRAIN AGAINST the shadows, as the voices in my head echo outside of my ears, multiplying and resounding in the seemingly small space. Twisted, urgent, and deadly, the sounds move from my side, to behind my back and a frozen hand grabs at my shoulder, before every voice bolsters into a pained cry.

Relenting, I summon fire to my arms, allowing the flames to lick their way up my elbows, and play between the strands of hair swinging down to my neck. I never wanted such a chaotic talent, but I'm not ready to die yet either, so I'll embrace it when I must.

In the dancing light I carry, Sasha's silhouette becomes visible. True to Bowens word, she's unconscious, and curled into a ball as if only sleeping. I step closer to her, intending to rouse her, or try to carry her down to the others, but a chill creeps up my neck despite the flames, and I stop short.

Wicked forms surround me, and one by one, the three shadows solidify into nearly tangible beings. Visible, but transparent, and each one facing me with a different intention. I know Sasha's on the floor, just past them, but my mind can't comprehend the sight before me, and I don't know what senses to trust... because two more Sasha's are standing before me, writhing in pain and anguish.

They're not real, they can't touch me. Only they might be, and the only thing holding me back are the bracelets at my wrists.

Sasha is lying on the ground, they just knocked her out. Except, she's not moving, and I have no proof she isn't already dead... and tonight's the new moon.

I'm too late. But then Atlas is there, pushing me down, as Andromeda unleashes the familiars onto the false Sasha's, and my panic is forced back into the tiny box where it belongs.

The animals hold the spirits at bay, one laughing at me, the other crying, as Atlas scoops up my sister's limp form from where she lay abandoned on a wooden floor. Following him down the stairs, and falling against the narrow walls, I catch a closer look at the third figure shrieking at our leave. Mangled, furious, and longing to suffocate me, the dead woman raises her hand to point at me while we take our leave.

The cats don't let her pass, and then I'm jumping over the unconscious form of a Council member. Outside, beneath the indigo sky, I light Atlas' way to the car, and Andromeda spurs us on with breathless commands and pleas for safety. We leave another residence behind in ruins, this time speeding through quiet, tree lined roads with Sasha in my arms.

Pressing her face against my shoulder and sobbing in the backseat, I'm relieved to feel her heartbeat steadily keeping her tethered to me. She's just as thin as I last saw her, and just as pale, but now jagged nail marks scar her face and arms as though she, or someone else were trying to rip her skin from her bones.

From the front seat, Atlas too, is crying. His broad shoulders shake with shock, as tears silently roll down to his jaw, and his hands tremble at their place on the steering wheel.

"I don't know how Jason is supposed to be fine now," he croaks. "Bowens was tipped off. He knew we'd be there... Nova... Nova," his voice breaks off before he can finish the sentence, but he doesn't need to. Nova, with her fear of the Council and Elliot's hatred of me, must have turned Atlas in to protect her husband.

Atlas has been betrayed, and identified, and even if helping Andromeda and I weren't damning enough, he attacked Bowens. There's no way he can stay in Hildrun after this.

Sasha's safe in my arms, and she'll be safer soon, after I finish my business with the sidhe. That all is good; I was okay sacrificing my life for her. I just never bargained on sacrificing Atlas' along the way. 

"I swear to you," Andromeda's saying from the passenger's seat. "Jason is going to be fine. So are you, trust me, you have a good life ahead of you... even if it isn't here. I'm so sorry." 

Glancing back at me, she hesitantly puts a hand on his shoulder. "We both are."

I nod silently in agreement, and smooth Sasha's hair away from her face, choosing to instead focus on my baby sister. My Bug. I don't know where we went wrong, what fight reduced her to this, but I can't burn the succulent like she wants me to. She may have loved Robert, but she deserves to live a full life, not to die at twenty because she lost him. Carefully, I place the bangle from Atlas onto her wrist, and then add the tiger's eye necklace from my own throat. Just in case.

"We're here," Atlas announces. "What's the plan?"

Andromeda and I glance at each other in an uncomfortable understanding. "We finish what Sasha started," I answer him. "We're having a seance, and once Sasha answers from the other side, we're pulling her back over."

Atlas looks horrified as he helps me move Sasha from the back seat, and I can't blame him. It's an absolutely terrible plan. I know the sidhe is on its way, and who knows what else we might pull over the Veil with Sasha? Still, we have no other choice.

This time we make no effort to conceal our trespassing, after all, it's only a matter of time before someone finds Bowens. Instead, I hurl a fireball at the front door, and stroll in, calling the spare flames back to my hand once it falls.

The house is unchanged; just as damp and cold as before, and as we make our way to the daisy room, Andromeda and I have to step over the tiny white blooms that blossom at our feet. The light rain slides down the grime and plywood covered windows, and Tempest magic is at play. There's three of us together now, and the miniscule blossoms are promising transformation even as lightning cracks above our heads. 

Atlas rests Sasha cautiously on a sofa, and she stirs slightly, the sedatives Bowens had mentioned are thankfully wearing off. "Don't worry, Bug," I murmur against her forehead. "I'm going to put you right again. You're going to be okay."

Pulling the carefully bundled pachyveria glauca out of my bag, I nestle it safely in her arms, then join Andromeda on the floor. The gaping hole that lies threateningly beside us is still stained with my blood, and I shake my head at the sight, desperate to clear new whispers from my ear.

Reluctantly, I hand the scrying mirror over to Andromeda, avoiding the black, glittering reflection of its glass as she reaches for it. She lays the mirror in the middle of our newly grown flower bed, and places a single candle on the center of its face. Waiting.

A few seconds pass in silence, then Atlas too, sinks to the ground, and I find myself in his arms. The embrace is sure, protective, and full of care. I am so scared, and so tired of being in fear, that such simple human contact takes me off guard, but it's so relieving, I can't help but relax against his chest, reveling in the momentary peace.

"If we survive this," he whispers. "I'm asking you out, and I hope you say yes because, at the very least, I'm going to need somewhere to stay while I find a new home. Sleeping on your couch is going to be really awkward if you don't like me."

It's so like him to approach me with such a ridiculous statement, that I can almost forget where we are. Reaching up to gently hold his face, I allow myself to give this kind soul a single kiss on the cheek. In any other circumstance, I could have fallen for him from the moment I saw that first crooked grin in his laugh. But that's not our life, and there's no way a witch and mage could safely attempt a life together.

Still, sitting in this squalor, waiting for a miracle, and an attack, I can't deny that this is my new family. My sister, my infuriating cousin, and a man I don't want to imagine the world without. I love them all.

"Something's happening," Andromeda interrupts, and I sit up taller, letting Atlas' arms fall behind me.

The mirror is trembling, as if it were at the epicenter of a burgeoning earthquake, then with horror, I realize that may very well be the case.

"Witchcraft sets off-" I start at the same time Atlas gasps, "-the fault lines!"

The world moves beneath our feet, and Sasha tumbles off the couch, rousing with Andromeda's cries of panic. As old and decrepit as the building is, I know it could come down in seconds, but as I twist my head to the ceiling, I realize that's a concern that will have to wait.

Large paws approach my side, and fiery eyes examine me with hungry longing. I try to edge back, but the ground is shaking too much to make a difference, and in my desperation I sweep my arms across the floor, for something to hold. Something to save me.

My hand hits the handle of a pocket knife, and I throw it at the sidhe, aiming it the way I would a dart, and hoping for the best. As the blade grazes the black bristled coat, an angry scream cuts through the air, and adds to the chaos. Its pained distraction gives me a moment to glance at the others, and scoot myself as close to Andromeda as I can.

Sasha sits where she fell, and from my peripheral, I'm grateful to see Atlas trying to pull her from harm's way. Her eyes are glazed, and she shows no distress to the events unfolding about her, or any resistance to being moved. Whatever she was before, Sasha is nothing but a shell now.

Elara and Kamali fall onto the larger beast, and they crash into the already splintering wall, causing a window to shatter and let in a spray of rain from a world gone crazy. Atlas drags Sasha beneath a table, and then attempts to make his way back to me, single-minded determination leaving him open to greater dangers.

Too late, I remember the hagstone, and as I place it to my eye, the looming threats are already too close to escape. 

The dead woman is shoving Atlas off balance, helping the trembling keep him low to the ground. Her teeth are bared in an angry grimace, and my stomach turns as I realize they're black with congealed blood and decay. The symbols that wind their way down his arms are burning as bright as the sun, and it's only those spells that are keeping him alive.

"I warned you," She shouts across the room. "Now you know what that thing is, but you're still willing to let it take you?!" She's talking about the sidhe, and its taste for souls. Without me even mentioning my intentions to the others, she knows. The sidhe would never leave them alone, if at least one soul wasn't sacrificed to satisfy that hunger.

"Why should I let him help you? Why should I let your precious little sister go? She made a poor deal, same as I did. Why should I suffer, and let her go free?" 

"Why are you doing this?" I scream over the cacophony. "I thought you were warning me before, why are you helping it now?"

"You were supposed to bring me back! Me, not that insipid little brat! The sidhe keeps me here as bait. Do you know how many witches I've seen her devour? How many covens have come to an end once the Mage's Council decided to steal their magic during her feast?"

Bile raises to the back of my throat, and I have to breathe in deeply to avoid getting sick. It was all connected from the beginning. The Council wasn't prejudiced against witches for causing trouble. They framed the witches and sacrificed them for their powers. Atlas thought they'd all left town, but I doubt any of them survived that long.

I turn my head quickly towards Sasha, wondering why she was still alive when the mortals didn't even know of her presence. Andromeda is working over the mirror, trying to make her whole once more.

The answer is plain to see as soon my eyes land on her frantic form. By waiting for us to come looking for Sasha, they gained two more victims. They like bait.

Thinking fast, I try to appease her, to stop her from killing Atlas in her fury. "Then how do I release you?"

"Defeat the sidhe. I'm tied to her, and her alone. If she's killed, my soul goes free, and I've been ready to pass to the Other Realm for decades."

It's an impossible task, but I nod anyway. Anything to keep at least one of my worries at bay.

A gruesome smile spreads across her decaying face, and a maggot drips from a cut on her lips, landing on the heaving floor and fading with the contact. "Then I'll help."

Both Andromeda and Atlas are oblivious to the exchange, and I barely have time to wonder why that is, when I'm pulled out of my body.

I watch from above as Atlas reaches my fallen form, and tries in vain to pull me back to the table he'd left Sasha at. My head rolls limply from one side to the next, and with dismay, I realize my face is turning grey. 

My tether to Sasha remains untouched, and in just a few minutes she'll be back to normal... because her debt to Shadow World will be paid. A soul for a soul.

If I can anchor my being here long enough, the sidhe will no doubt devour me and hopefully, let them go. But if I do that, then they'll have a pissed off ghost to contend with.

Even if I can manage to stop both of those threats with no body or magic, they'll still have to fight The Council.

"Don't look so sick," a woman beside me says. "I told you I'd help didn't I? You look like you've lost all your steam. Don't you know you carry your talent with you? I bet you still have a few flames to throw at the banshee."

From this side of The Veil, the other witch is whole, her eyes are a gentle brown, her skin is free from claw marks, and all signs of decay have vanished. If I've reached this side, that means I should be able to see...

"Tania!" Slender arms wrap around my neck, and this is the sister I remember. "Tania, you need to go back! Why didn't you break the charm? You'll be stuck here!"

"I don't care. You're worth it," I insist, knowing this could be the last time we ever talk.

The woman beside us interrupts in alarm. "Nobody is worth it. You'll lose yourself, become corrupted. Look at me, I nearly just killed your man. You don't want to become that."

"Then let's kill the thing holding you here," I respond, turning my attention to the sidhe.

Where once stood a cat is a hag, towering over the two familiars that tear at her torso. More disturbing than the rotting form of the spirit next to me, the sidhe is a banshee in her true form.

Her mouth is unhinged, baring razor sharp teeth that snap between screams. Her skin is leathery, loose, and covered in the names of her victims. The only spot of light on her entire being is a cage she wears upon her neck. The remnants of her prior feasts proudly displayed as trophies. Now I know why Andromeda went into shock upon seeing her. The hagstone must have shown her this truth.

One shoulder is already ripped from where I threw Atlas' knife, and the gouges from our previous battle are there as well. I'd imagined facing death would be an impossible task, but it turns out that being half dead is a quick mind changer. With assailants on both sides of the Veil, I'm betting on an even chance.

The earth is beginning to calm, and my companions call forth snakes and vines to entrap the sidhe as the cats aim for her jugular. Andromeda's hands fly over the mirror, and I work to ignore her, knowing the finished spell will result in my total death.

Screeching tears through the air as the banshee weakens, and with pride, I watch Atlas focus his crossbow on the cage about her neck. The white spot of fur on the beast.

Dragging as much as my energy as I can into my palms, I add my flames to the iron he releases with the trigger, and then I fall.

Slamming back into my body is like flying through a windshield. Painful, disorienting, and full of the promise of demise. Screams still ring in my ears, but a tower of flames cover the western wall of the room. The sidhe is in the center, burning and writhing in the inferno.

Confusion overtakes me, as Sasha grabs my hand, and I realize that we're both alive, and firmly cemented in the living world. Atlas kneels before us, crossbow still in his arms, and the cats fall back.

It's not until Kamali limps back yowling that sacrifice becomes a reality. Andromeda lays lifeless besides the flames, the mirror shattered beneath her body. Her long hair is spread in a snarled mess over her face, and her hand is still outstretched, fallen where she'd thrown the suçculent into the fire. I throw myself on her and desperately search for any sign of life; movement, breathing, just the slightest pulse. But she's gone.

The price was a soul for a soul, and Andromeda paid it herself.

My ears continue to ring with screaming, and slowly it occurs to me that I'm the one making the sound. Atlas drags me from the room, his face shocked and covered in pain as he throws me over his shoulder and follows Elara through the crumbling house.

Sasha stumbles after us, her wide eyes dancing in the flickering light. Kamali stays behind, curling up as though for a nap. I watch it all from my place in Atlas' arms, and the only image I can hold in my head are those simple white flowers.

They promised so much, but it just wasn't enough in the end. 
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Epilogue
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"THEY'RE NEVER GOING to forgive me," Sasha grumbles from beside me on the couch. The cushions are just as worn as before, and the smell of soil is permanently present, despite the diminished size of our traveling garden. Three people in an RV, and the amount of times Atlas knocked his head against one of the hanging flower pots made downsizing a necessary change.

"Sure they will. They’ve already exonerated us for both the business in Seguin, and everything in Hildrun.” It turns out taking down a sidhe and toppling decades of corruption and murder cancelled out our wrongdoings in the eyes of the Coven.

“Being cleared of charges isn’t the same thing as being forgiven. Andromeda is dead, Tania. It’s my fault,” she argues, and my stomach drops. We’ve come along way in our differences, but this is one argument that never fades away.

“You were trying to save Robert, it just went wrong... and I was trying to save you. Andromeda just decided to do the same for me. We can’t blame ourselves for that.” These are the words that I tell her nearly every day. They’re the same words I tell myself every night as I’m drifting off to sleep. I’m still not sure I believe them, though I desperately wish I could.

The truth is, I’m going to spend the rest of my life trying to live up to the cost of her sacrifice. Watching Sasha grieve, I know that’s something we will both dedicate our days to.

For better or worse, we’re sisters. We’re chaotic and dysfunctional, and I’m not always sure whether the magic that flows through our veins is more light than dark, but I know we’re good. We are part of the Tempest Coven, and we know the world is more than black and white. Like the color of our eyes, this world is full of grey. It’s just up to us to try and reflect the light.

Atlas offers me his hand, and pulls me up. “You ready for this?”

After six months of wandering, laying low while Jason tried to rectify things in HIldrun, and exchanging correspondence with The Coven, it’s finally time for us to build a new home. But I just can’t bear to do that before facing my aunt and uncle first. If there’s anything in this life that makes sense to me, it’s that family matters.

“I’m never going to be ready. But I’ve got you at my side, so I know it’s going to be okay.”  He kisses me when I stand, and takes my hand firmly in his own.  The future is unclear when it comes to him as well, but I’ve given up on scrying, so that really doesn’t matter. I have him here, and now, and that’s more than enough for me.

Reaching behind me, I tug on Sasha’s sleeve to urge her to follow, and we step out into the cold. Waiting in the snow is more than I bargained for, but our mother stands with tears in her eyes and regret on her face.

I used to think I was damned, but now each reckoning seems like a chance for transformation. I guess that’s the difference between hope and despair, but Andromeda had hope for us, so I’ll trust in hers.
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