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      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      I yanked my hands out the dishwater, grabbed a towel, and hastily wiped my hands sort of dry.

      Bang! Bang!

      “Oona!” called a voice I recognized.

      “Damn it, Oona,” a deeper voice called. “Open the door!”

      I flung the front door open with a spell as I raced down the hallway. My parents rushed in so quickly I barely caught sight of the sunlight outside, the low wall that separated the cement Strand from the beach, the sand and ocean beyond—and something else. Something floating, maybe six feet above the porch. My dad blew past me saying, “Shut the door and lock it tight. Wards up.”

      I shoved the heavy wood door closed, heedless of breaking any of the four, narrow milk-glass panes in the hundred-year-old door, but wasn’t fast enough. Three long plumes of light gray smoke sped into the house a millisecond behind my parents. My dad wheeled around to face the smoky entities, mumbling under his breath.

      The skin all along my body prickled at the magic pinging off the apple-green walls and dark-stained oak floors in the foyer. Mine, the smoke plumes—and my parents’ magic.

      My healer mother’s.

      My completely non-magical dad’s.

      The smoke-comets—that was the best way I could think to describe what they looked like with “heads” the size of basketballs and four-foot plumes trailing behind—writhed and twined around each other, braiding together. All the while, my dad kept up mumbling words I recognized now—a standard but heavy-duty protection spell. A cocoon of magic like a thin gold web spun around Mom, and another around me. Cocoons meant to repel any dark magic cast our way.

      When the smoke-comet’s last strand was twined into place, a tall, stunning human stood in my foyer.

      The person—if it was a person and not a glamour—could have been any age between twenty-five and fifty-five and either female or male, it was impossible to tell from the smooth, pale features. The being wore a sky-blue caftan that covered its body from neck and shoulders to wrists and feet and did nothing to help me guess gender. It stood facing my parents and me, a worried look on its ageless face. Dad stepped in front of Mom and me, further shielding us from whatever had invaded my house.

      Dad’s fear of the creature and his determination that no harm would come to us made my jaw clench. Being an empathic psychic meant I often felt others emotions. Only human emotions though. I didn’t feel anything from the entity standing in front of us.

      “Peace,” it said, turning pale, long-fingered hands palms up. “I mean you no harm. I’ve come to beg your help in righting an injustice.”

      Once, this sort of weirdness would have completely freaked me out. Since teaming up with wizard and private investigator Diego Adair last year, I’d seen stuff a lot weirder than smoke that turned into something that could pass for human. Except this was starting to seem like a bad science fiction movie with the “we come in peace” motif. That never ends well.

      “What are you?” Dad said. At six-foot-three, he was taller than the entity by four or five inches. He drew himself up to emphasize his advantage.

      The entity smiled thinly. “You know me, wizard. I am Modis, guardian over the Keepers of the two artifacts.”

      Wizard? My dad? I was always told he wasn’t magical at all. That Mom had married a remarkable ordin—what magicals called the non-magical—but an ordin nonetheless.

      And what the hell were the two artifacts?

      I sent out my psychic senses, but Modis, like all non-humans, was impossible for me to read. I switched to dipping into Dad’s thoughts.

      He knew Modis all right, and what the artifacts were. Images flitted through his mind: a crystal chalice and a bejeweled knife. Something was in his mind too about a magical star, but I couldn’t tell if it was tied to the cup and the knife or not.

      “Ah,” my dad said, and all the tension crammed into the long narrow space of my hallway seemed to just float away. “This is a new form for you. What has gone wrong and how can we help?”

      Modis bobbed its head. “My apologies. On my own plane, I have one look. On each of the others, a different form each time.” Its forehead crinkled slightly. “Have you a mirror perhaps?”

      Dad shifted his gaze to me.

      “Oh,” I said after a moment I’d spent basically flummoxed by the slew of new information flung my way. “Yes.” I gestured toward the downstairs bathroom. “There’s a mirror in there.”

      Modis nodded and took itself off to see what it looked like. I grabbed my dad by one arm and my mom by one and pulled them into the parlor.

      Yes, I called it a parlor, not a living room. It was a parlor when my great-great-grandfather built the house in the early 1900s, and parlor it would remain to me, though I’d painted it delft-blue, picked the furniture, placed the family photos, and hung the paintings—some of which I’d painted myself—where I wanted them.

      “What is all this?” I said to my parents. “What’s going on?”

      Dad adjusted his black-rimmed glasses, pushing them up on his nose with his index finger, then settled himself on the sofa. “I’m not exactly sure. Modis will no doubt tell us.”

      “Okay,” I said, “but what’s this about—“

      Modis came into the parlor and I cut off the rest of the sentence, which would have been “Modis calling you wizard?”

      The entity reappeared with a more feminine face than earlier, straight, light brown hair cut just above shoulder-length, dark brown eyes. Modis caught my look of surprise at the change.

      “I made subtle adjustments,” it said. “I have observed that humans are more comfortable if a being looks like them shape-wise and looks clearly either male or female. Females are considered less threatening. I don’t wish to frighten you, so I chose a highly female form.”

      “Modis in its natural state,” Dad said, “is non-corporal.”

      A year ago, a statement that a non-corporal being was in my house would have floored me. Now, I simply said, “Would anyone like tea?”

      Mom said, “I’ll give you a hand.”

      In the kitchen, I filled the electric kettle with water and turned it on. I dropped my voice low. Modis may be non-corporal in its natural state but it had ears now.

      “What’s going on?” I said. “Why is this Modis here?”

      Mother pushed a hand through her short, brown hair. “I don’t know. I picked up your dad at the airport. He suggested we come by and see you; he’s been gone three months and he missed you. We were parking the car up on Hermosa Avenue when we saw the smoky things following us. We didn’t want to lead them to you, so we stood by the car. But the smokies started shrieking and dive-bombing us. The only thing we could think to do was run to your house, get inside, and lock them out. I assumed Diego had warded your house and we’d be safe.”

      That surprised me—that she’d assumed that Diego, who I called Dee, had warded my house. That, in fact, she expected him to ward it. The last time Mom and I had talked about my relationship with Dee, she’d rattled off a long list of reasons why I shouldn’t be involved with him.

      “Obviously we weren’t quick enough and that didn’t work,” Mom said. “And here we are.”

      I stood a moment, taking that in. “Okay,” I said, not bothering to mention I’d set the wards—the magical security and protective system—currently on my house. I hoped my mother was still blissfully unaware of how much magic I’d learned and was using on top of my native empathic and psychic abilities.

      “But why did Modis call Dad wizard? What’s that about?”

      Mom tensed, her shoulders rising, then sighed. “I know we’ve always told you your dad was ordin. We thought it would be easier for you to have a normal life if you thought your mom was a little magic, but only as a healer, and your dad wasn’t magic at all. But the truth is both of us are—”

      “Full-on wizards.”

      She nodded.

      There are few betrayals as powerful as parent to child, even if I had gone along with it. Somewhere deep inside me, I think I’d always known but had blocked the knowledge, playing along with the fantasy of normal life they’d woven.

      The electric kettle switched off, the water at a boil. Lost in thought, I needed a moment for the click of the kettle to register.

      I busied myself putting loose-leaf tea into the tea ball and pouring hot water over it into a white porcelain teapot.

      It wasn’t that my whole childhood had been a lie. Not quite that bad. But it had been shaped by omission. I was magic-born and could have been magic-trained from childhood instead of coming to it in my late twenties and playing catch-up. There was a damn good chance that if I’d been acknowledged and trained all along I’d have picked up on Gil’s treachery much earlier, maybe stopped him sooner, saved some lives—spared Dee and his family from the suffering they were going through now.

      “Do you have any cookies or biscuits?” Mom was much shorter than me and had to crane her neck to look me in the eyes.

      I shook myself out of my dark thoughts, back into the here and now. “In the pantry. There’s a bag of frosted animal cookies.”

      She raised her eyebrows at my choice of snacks.

      I shrugged, but barely. The kind of shrug that meant that right now I didn’t give a damn what she thought.

      She’d lied to me my whole life. I couldn’t quite take it in and make sense of it.

      I watched her pour the cookies into a porcelain bowl I’d bought at a local craft fair. I’d bought the cookies for my friend, Maurice, but hadn’t delivered them yet. I didn’t think this was the moment to tell my mom I was friendly with a magical talking rat with a fondness for sweets. There was enough weirdness going on already, thank you very much.

      Which was me hiding magic from them just as they’d hidden it from me.

      Hmmm.

      When the tea had steeped to the perfect depth of flavor, I put the teapot, four cups, a plate of cut lemons, sugar and honey pots, spoons, and the bowl of animal crackers on a bamboo serving tray and carried it all back to the parlor.

      Modis eyed the serving tray and nodded. “You treat your guests with courtesy and respect. My kind appreciates that.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Would it be rude to ask exactly what your kind are?”

      “Not at all,” Modis said and settled in a chair that faced the sofa where my parents sat. “We are the guardians of the Keepers of the sacred artifacts, as I said before.”

      “We?” I said and set the serving tray on the teak coffee table between the sofa and the chair.

      Modis gave a small nod. “We are three, though now we are one. Something like your 3-in-1 oil, I suppose. Or your father/son/holy ghost. We are three and at the same time one.”

      I glanced at my parents. The looks on their faces said they knew all this already. See—if they’d raised me right, I’d have known, too. Saved some question-asking time.

      “Guardian of the Keepers?” I said. “Not guardian of the artifacts themselves?”

      “The artifacts are divided one to the humans, one to the fairies, one to keep harmony between the two. Two have been stolen, their Keepers destroyed.

      Destroyed?

      “We,” Modis indicated itself, “believe the murders and thefts are meant to start a war between the fairies and humans. The stolen artifacts must be found and returned.”

      A nervous twinge flew up my breastbone. “Why come to us?”

      “Only those with fae blood,” it nodded toward my mother and then to me, “may enter the darkling land with the smallest hope of leaving again alive.”

      My gaze shot to Mom, but her face was impassive. She was a doctor, long trained to show nothing on her face.

      Family lore was that my great-grandfather had been a selkie. If mother and I had fae blood, as Modis believed, then the stories were true. Which meant I wasn’t fully human, just as Elgrin, the fairy warrior, had said. Mother and I were some sort of hybrids. The thought made me a little queasy. But it was intriguing, too. I’d think more about it when I had a moment.

      “You think the artifacts are with the fairies?” I asked.

      “Not with the fairies. One is in the darkling lands. We sense it there. Our senses are never wrong.”

      “Where is the other?”

      “On the human plane,” Modis said. “We need you to fetch back the artifact in the darkling land. Another will fetch back the one on the human plane.”

      “And if we can’t?”

      “War. Unless the chalice and the blade are where they belong, it is inevitable.” Modis took a sip of tea. “The fairies already believe their champion was murdered by humans. The human magicals will be led to believe the fairies killed their Keeper. Wars will surely come unless the two artifacts are recovered and brought to the Keeper of the third and balance is restored.”

      Modis was very calm talking about an inevitable war if the artifacts weren’t recovered. Maybe, as a smoky, it was outside the danger.

      “Who is the Keeper of the third?” I asked.

      “He does not wish to be known at this time,” Modis said. “I will return both to him as they are recovered.”

      If the Keepers of the two stolen items had been killed for them, I didn’t blame the third Keeper for wanting to keep his identity secret.

      I glanced between my parents, who still wore impassive faces but their vibes were strong: Mom contemplating taking on the task and Dad hoping she’d decline—and neither of them considering whether I would choose to go or not, despite Modis clearly indicating that I, too, had fae blood.

      “I’m… willing to go,” I said. Because this wasn’t all that different from the work Dee and I did for Danyon and Peet, the private investigative firm he worked for and I consulted to.

      Mom snapped her head and locked eyes with me. “You will not go.”

      I was way past the age when my mother could tell me what I couldn’t and couldn’t do. How old would I need to be before she saw me as an independent adult instead of only as her child? If twenty-eight wasn’t enough, would thirty be the magic number? Forty?

      “My only concern,” I said to Modis, “is am I fae enough? I’m pretty far down the genetic ladder from the supposed one full-fae in the family

      “You are fae enough,” it said.

      I felt my mother’s rising worry and anger. Her determination that I not take on a dangerous quest. I felt the same emotions from my dad, plus his worry about my mom, if she went on this hunt.

      If my parents knew the situations I’d been in with Diego, would they worry less or more now?

      My father abruptly stood. “We’ve heard your story and your plea, Modis. We’ll discuss it and let you know if we can help you. If we can’t, we’ll try to point you in the direction of someone who can.”

      Modis drew a deep breath, pulled itself to its feet, and turned its gaze to me. “If you would be so kind as to see me to the door.”

      I nodded and walked with it the short way from the parlor down the hall to the front door.

      Modis reached into a pocket of its caftan and drew out a peach-pit sized green glass sphere. “Did you ever craze marbles when you were a child?”

      I nodded. There’d been a period when I was in the fourth or fifth grade where crazing marbles had consumed me. I was weirdly fascinated by the process and repeatedly heated marbles in the oven and poured them into ice water to watch the glass crack and craze.

      “Do the same to this,” it said. “Heat and cold unleash its magic and will call me.”

      I put the sphere in my pocket. It made a funny little bulge and I patted it half unconsciously.

      Modis’s human facade began to fade, unraveling from one woman-looking being into three smokies. I opened the front door to let them out. Modis sped away in a zig-zag pattern, much the way a balloon goes if the air is suddenly released. It was midafternoon and the Strand in front of my house was crowded with beach-goers, dog walkers, people on bikes or roller blades or skateboards. Not one seemed to notice the smoke-comets streaking away from my front door.

      I returned to the parlor, my thoughts a jumble. My parents were still standing.

      “We’re going home now,” Mom said. “Your dad is exhausted from the flight and neither of us expected this run-in with Modis. Come for dinner tonight at six. We’ll talk things over then.”

      My mind spun with too many disconnected and yet connected thoughts and feelings to manage more than a single word.

      “Okay,” I said.
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      After my parents left, I did what I tended to do when wild, nervous energy roiled through me: swept the kitchen floor, vacuumed the parlor, cleaned the downstairs bathroom—mindless work to busy my body and conscious mind while my subconscious chewed over the morning’s events.

      My parents had lied to me. My. Entire. Life.

      Modis wanted and needed my mom and me to go into the darkling lands and retrieve a stolen artifact or war would break out between humans and fairies. I’d seen Elgrin and her fairy warriors in battle. I didn’t want us humans on the fairies’ bad side.

      What I did want was to talk to Dee. He was still staying with what remained of his family. The hole his absence left was deep.

      He hadn’t called at all the first week after it had all gone down in that house in Palos Verdes with his half-brother, Gil. He’d called twice the second week, and those conversations had been short and reserved. Now in week three, he called me or I called him every day.

      He didn’t want to talk about how things were at his family compound, and I didn’t press. The sorrow and strain in him rolled through me every time we spoke. How did anyone cope with the death of a brother who’d tried his damnedest to kill you? How did one cope with knowing that, had it come to it, you would have killed your brother to save others who you loved? How did you live with knowledge of what the fairies had done to Gil in their revenge?

      Instead, we talked about the weather there and here, and how much we missed the other. Yesterday, he’d said he was starting to feel like it was time to come home. My heart had whooped and hollered, but all I’d said was, “It’ll be good to see you.”

      Dee, being Dee, had said, “Yeah.”

      Sometimes it’s when we have the most to say that we speak the least.

      I found my phone and punched up his number. The call went straight to voicemail, which meant he’d turned his phone off—unusual for a man who basically regarded his cell phone as a primary bodily organ. After I’d left a message and asked him to call, I felt restless and at loose ends again.

      I took down the wards that protected my house from unwanted intruders, human and otherwise, went out to the porch, put the wards back up, and crossed the Strand to the beach. I traipsed across the sand, past volleyball players and folks gathered around beach towels and blankets, down to the water.

      Water was my element. The ocean soothed my soul like it does most people. It also increased my personal strength and power. I suspected I was going to need both in the darkling lands.

      This being the middle of October, even though the weather was still warm there weren’t a lot of people in the ocean when I waded in. The swells swirled around me, the water gently pushing and pulling, rising and falling as waves formed, hit the shore, and then receded. I stood in the water and thought about my great-grandfather, the supposed selkie. I still wasn’t sure whether I believed the story or not. Elgrin, the fairy warrior, had sensed fae in me. Modis felt fae in me. So maybe the story was true. Maybe that selkie DNA partially accounted for my love of the sea.

      A trio of young women, I guessed them to be late teens, early twenties, ran into the water near me, splashing and laughing as the cool water hit their skins. One dove under an oncoming wave, while the other two shrieked and tried to jump high enough to not be smacked in the face by saltwater. They failed, and the wave soaked them and me up to our shoulders, flecks of water and foam landing on our faces and hair. The girls saw that we’d all suffered the same fate and grinned at me. I smiled back.

      I would have stayed all day, but the afternoon was waning and I needed to shower, dress, and run a quick errand before heading to my parents’ house for dinner. I figured I had enough time to do it all and still be there on time.

      Back in my house, I checked my phone. No call from Dee yet. I grabbed what was left of the animal cookies and headed off to see Maurice.
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        * * *

      

      Maurice the rat lived in a small patch of greenery near the tennis courts behind the Hermosa Beach Community Center. He was already sitting on his haunches, waiting, when I parked and got out of the car. I didn’t know if he could see the future or just knew the sound of my engine. He scampered over and sat up by my feet, his nose and ears twitching.

      I hunkered down over my ankles and offered the cookies.

      “Is Diego back yet?” he said, waving the cookies away.

      A small worm of worry slithered through me. It wasn’t like Maurice to turn down a gift of sweets. It wasn’t like Maurice to have that anxious tone in his voice. Snark and insults were more his style.

      I shook my head. “He’s still with his family. I called him earlier but he hasn’t called back yet. Why?”

      “Jesus,” Maurice said. “You haven’t heard?”

      “I know some artifacts are missing.”

      The rat dropped down to all fours and walked in a nervous circle.

      “Maurice, what’s going on?”

      He stopped, sat on his haunches and looked up at me. “The human Keeper of the blade is dead. Murdered.”

      I nodded. Modis had told us that.

      “You know who that Keeper was, don’t you?” Maurice said.

      I shook my head. Modis hadn’t told us and I’d been so consumed with other thoughts that I hadn’t asked.

      The rat stopped pacing and stared up at me. “Hugo Bernard.”

      Crap.

      Hugo Bernard was on the Magic Council that oversaw the legal aspects of the magic community. The Council settled legal spats, monitored the magic police, acted as judge and jury for those accused of crimes, and were sometimes executioners as well. Hugo had an irrational hatred for Diego’s mentor, The Gate, and had transferred that over into a profound dislike for Dee and, by extension, for me. His death was going to stir up twelve kinds of shit in the community.

      “And you know who they are blaming,” Maurice said.

      From the rat’s voice tone, it could only be one person. “The Gate.”

      “Exactly.” Maurice’s tail twitched like he’d been struck by a live wire. “He’s been arrested and is being held. He’s refusing to answer any questions. An innocence speaker was called and said The Gate had nothing to do with Hugo’s death. That asshole, McGowan, said The Gate’s magic was so strong he could have blinded the innocence speaker to the truth.”

      Sean McGowan headed the local magic police unit. I agreed with Maurice that the man was a jerk.

      “Is that possible?” I asked.

      Maurice shrugged his tiny shoulders. “I wouldn’t have thought so.”

      “McGowan and Hugo were close friends,” I said. “That friendship probably blinded him so he can’t see any possible villain except The Gate.” I ran a hand through my hair. “This is bad.”

      “You have to get in touch with Diego and tell him he needs to come back now and help sort this out.”

      I nodded. “I’ll keep trying to reach him, but I’m off soon to the darkling lands. I can leave a message, but that’s not the sort of thing you want to hear about on voicemail.”

      The rat waved a small paw in the air. “Whatever. He needs to know, and he needs to come do something about it. Now.” He cocked his head as though a thought had hit him. “Why are you going to the darkling lands? How will you get back out?”

      “I’m going with my mother. Evidently, we have enough fae blood to be allowed in and out. Also evidently that’s where one of the stolen artifacts is. We’ve been tasked with finding and retrieving it.”

      Maurice nodded forcefully. “Yes. Good.” He looked up. “You’ll need my help. I’m going with you.”
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        * * *

      

      I parked in my parents’ long driveway and then took a shortcut to the front porch through the stand of Spanish Firs that bordered the property. The trees had been planted back in the 1920s and were nearly thirty feet tall. They made the house look a bit like a Christmas tree farm from the street and almost hid the house from view. I guessed the Goodlights had always valued their privacies.

      The house was old, built in the last century by my great-great-grandfather, who’d also built the house I lived in. Fashioned after a palace he’d seen in Spain, it was all arches and white stucco and red tile roof with red bougainvillea and pink oleander near the walls.

      I hesitated on the porch as an awareness made the back of my neck prickle. Someone was in the house beside my mother and father. The vibe from the third person was familiar but I couldn’t place it.

      Only one way to find out who it was. I turned the ornate brass doorknob and pushed the door open.

      My mother, father, and my grandmother were in the living room, drinking tea and in the midst of what looked like an intense conversation when I walked in.

      At least I thought it was my grandmother, who I hadn’t seen in eighteen years, judging by the clear family resemblance between my mom and the woman. In fact, they looked more like sisters with a bit of an age gap than mother and daughter—which was crazy. G-ma was in her eighties and Mom had recently turned sixty-six. But then, my mother didn’t look her chronological age either. Neither did I, for that matter. I was twenty-eight and still getting skeptical looks and seriously carded when I bought alcohol.

      My mother, though, was tiny, maybe five-foot-one on a good day. G-ma was a good half-foot taller, closer to my height. While Mom’s hair was the same chestnut brown as mine, G-ma’s hair was more reddish, tending to auburn. Both women had brown eyes, but G-ma’s were so large and such a deep, dark, velvety shade it was easy to believe her father had been a selkie. I had my dad’s eye color—hazel chasing toward green.

      Mom wore black slacks and a black and silver paisley button-up blouse. G-ma wore jeans and a Mexican peasant blouse with blue and yellow embroidery around the neckline. It seemed like their outfits should have been reversed, given their ages, but I supposed they dressed to personality rather than years. G-ma jumped to her feet as I entered the room.

      We moved toward each other and hugged. She smelled and felt like I remembered. She didn’t smell like cookies, more like dusty lemon, to be honest, but she always managed to make me think of warm sugar, butter, and vanilla.

      “It’s so good to see you,” I said, holding her forearms with my hands, unwilling to let go quite yet. I was my parents’ only child. I had aunts, uncles, and cousins with whom I’d grown up but who had always seemed to regard me as a little odd. Mom, Dad, and especially G-ma had always made me feel completely accepted and loved. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed her.

      G-ma lifted one eyebrow and shot me a conspirator’s smile. “I’m coming with you and your mother tomorrow.”

      I hid my surprise. “Good. We’re going to need every skill we have between us.”

      “Ummm,” G-ma said, and cast her glance over her shoulder to where my parents sat on the couch.

      I let loose of G-ma and walked over to hug my father and then my mother.

      “Tea?” Mom asked, rising from where she sat next to my dad.

      That was so my mother—trouble lay on the horizon, soon we’d head off on a quest that could be harrowing, and she casually offered tea. You’d think we were English or something.

      “I’d love some,” I said and took a spot on the other side of my dad on the long brown leather couch.

      My dad pushed his black-rim glasses up from where they’d slid down his nose. He was a handsome man, tall and slim, with wavy brown hair and hazel eyes. He looked suitably Californian in tan cargo shorts, a blue tee shirt, and gray running shoes. I’d been born when my mom was in her late thirties and my dad forty. Dad didn’t look sixty-eight any more than my mom looked her age. That was magic’s doing. And now that I knew what my parents truly were, their youthful looks began to make sense.

      “You could have told me you were a wizard,” I said softly to him.

      He put his large, strong hand over mine. “We thought it best not to. Your mom will explain.”

      As if on cue, Mom returned with a teapot, four cups, and a selection of homemade cookies on a tray. Her hands didn’t shake as she poured a cup for me, but her vibe was jangly and tense. I probably shouldn’t have picked this moment for this question but I needed to know. And I was still pissed at my parents for leaving out some rather important family information. I leaned forward on the couch and looked to my grandmother.

      “G-ma, is it true that your father was a selkie? I’ve heard that all my life but—“

      “Absolutely,” she said. “I used to play in his sealcoat when I was young—dress up, as it were. I loved to watch him transform when he put on or took off his coat. I loved that he was fae and had his own special magic, very different from my mother’s.”

      G-ma paused and a wistful smile crossed her face. “We swam the ocean together, our family. Mother had a spell she used to transform her and me. This was before I’d learned to shift myself. Once we went all the way to Catalina in our seal bodies. It’s quite a long swim for a young girl.”

      I had so many questions. Things my parents had shied away from confirming or denying in their odd quest to make my life ‘normal.’

      “So, we do have fae blood?” I said.

      “Of course! I’m half fae. Your mother is quarter.”

      “Which makes me what? An eighth?”

      “Your math is accurate.” She leaned toward me. “If you were less, Modis wouldn’t have asked you on this quest. The fae and their servants in the darkling lands won’t tolerate anyone in their domain who is less than an eighth.”

      I felt my mother tense again and her regret that I was fae enough. She’d rather I stayed home.

      What, exactly, did ‘the fae and their servants’ mean?

      “So you’re half fae and a shapeshifter?” I said.

      “That’s true, too.” G-ma grinned slyly. “Shall I demonstrate?”

      Mom glared at G-ma.

      G-ma tsked. “You tried to keep magic out of Oona’s life and what good did it do you? None. She wound up smack in the middle of it anyway, except she wound up mostly unprepared because you hid her birthright and legacy from her.”

      Mom’s mouth drew into a tight line, but she didn’t reply. I heard her thoughts without even trying. I had my reasons.

      G-ma grinned and focused on me. “Lucky you hooked up with your wizard and were able to learn a few things.”

      No filter. That’s what people said about my grandmother. She had no filter and said whatever popped into her head.

      G-ma, her eyes gleaming, glanced at Mom and then back to me. “Now, watch. I’ll show you a little of what I can do.”

      Mom sucked in a hard breath but again kept her words to herself. Dad sighed in a long-suffering way and took Mom’s hand in his own.

      The mix of emotions in the room was making my stomach hurt. If they didn’t knock it off, I was afraid I’d be sick. I was having a hard time imagining my mother and grandmother working together on anything, much less on finding and retrieving the stolen chalice.

      G-ma flashed me another huge grin. Her shoulders shook slightly. There was a shimmer in the air like a heat mirage, and her clothes suddenly lay crumpled on the floor. A tiny, white, teacup poodle shook itself free of the clothing and trotted over to stand at my feet.

      I reached to pick up the dog but before I could, the little dog’s shoulders shook, the air shimmered, and a chimpanzee lurched back and forth from foot to foot making little hoo-hoo-hoo sounds in G-ma’s best imitation of a cartoon chimp. The chimp grabbed G-ma’s clothes and rushed out of the room.

      Stunned, I looked at my mother.

      Mom sighed. “That’s just a taste of what my childhood was like. Mother thought it was great fun to shift into animal forms to ’entertain’ my friends. The last sleepover I ever had, my mother showed up as a growling tiger in the room where five of my friends and I were sleeping. Needless to say, I lost a few friends that night.”

      “That must have been rough.”

      “And not the least of it. Your grandmother is psychic, as you are. She seemed to delight in telling me what my friends—and boyfriends—were truly thinking about me. Not that she only picked out the negative. She’d tell me the positive, too, but somehow it was the negative things that stuck in my head.”

      Wasn’t that always the way? We could hear ten good things about our self from others and one criticism, and it was the criticism that would bounce around in our brains afterwards.

      G-ma came back into the parlor, adjusting her shirt absentmindedly as if nothing unusual had just happened. She sat in one of the two club chairs and dusted invisible dirt off her hands.

      “Well, now that that’s cleared up, how about we talk about our plans for the darkling lands?”
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      Back at home, the last word of the spell to reload the protective wards on my house was leaving my lips as my phone rang. I pulled the phone from my purse, glanced at the screen, and thumbed on the FaceTime call. “Hey, Dee.”

      His dark hair had grown shaggy, he was in need of a shave, and his blue-gray eyes looked beyond tired. I wanted to reach through the ether to him, tell him that whatever was making him look that way, things would get better.

      “What’s up?” he said. “Your message had a bit of a desperate edge to it.”

      Desperation seemed to be soaking souls everywhere these days.

      I walked into the parlor. The curtains on the huge glass window looking out to the Strand and the beach beyond were open. A gaggle of slightly drunk young women was passing by. I shut the curtains. The room was more intimate with the curtains drawn. I sat on the sofa, my feet drawn up under me.

      Dee was sitting outside on the ground—likely soaking up energy from the soil. Earth was his element as water was mine. A large tree was behind him but I couldn’t tell what kind in the gloom. A porch light lit the bright red back door of his parents’ house.

      I told him everything from the moment my parents had come banging on my door this morning until now. He was silent through the telling, listening with an intensity so strong I felt it like a comfortable weight in the air around me. When I finished, the silence continued.

      “Diego?” I said.

      “I’m here.”

      The silence returned.

      I reached into his mind for his thoughts. He’d feel the tickle inside his skull and know I was there. I’d told him more times than I could count that if he didn’t want me in his head, he needed to tell me what he was thinking.

      “Damn,” I said. “Really?”

      He shrugged. “Drake was my best friend growing up. We’re still close. He’s a hunter. He’s after the stolen blade.”

      “And you’re going with him,” I said, knowing it for a fact. Not because I read his mind, but because I knew who he was.

      “The envoy asked for both of us,” he said with a shrug. “I couldn’t very well say no when Drake had already said yes.” He paused. “Not a lot different from a Danyon and Peet job, just on another level.

      Funny that he had the same thought I’d had about Danyon and Peet—been there, done that. We were both on hiatus from Danyon and Peet now, since the thing with Gil. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back, frankly, but that was a decision to make later.

      Dee, like his friend, Drake, was a hunter. It was what he did and who he was by nature. Except that for him it wasn’t about bagging the prize, it was about making the save. Didn’t matter if it was saving a puck from hitting the back of his net in ice hockey or saving humans and fairies from finding themselves in a war. It was all the same to him.

      I supposed I was a hunter, too, now. Though I was more about plain old winning.

      He sighed. “Things are pretty shitty here. I’m glad for an excuse to leave.”

      Dee had been raised in a commune of wizards—five families sharing magic and mates, from what I could tell. He and Gil had the same father but different mothers. After Gil’s death, he’d gone home to the compound to be with his family.

      “What’s going on?” I said.

      Another silence—short, but long enough to register with me.

      “My parents fell out over what happened with Gil. My dad moved into town like a fucking coward, leaving my sisters and me to deal with our mom and with Gil’s mother. I guess death brings people together or pushes them apart. My sisters got fed up and left two days ago. Gil’s mom is devastated, as you’d expect. It’s done something to her magic. Things keep exploding at her house. She’s been lucky neither she or anyone else has been hurt, so far.”

      “Jeeze. I’m sorry,” I said.

      “I’m sure everyone will work it out in time.” He paused and drew in a noisy breath. “This shit can’t go on forever. People are just going to have to move on with their lives. ”

      There was no rancor in his voice, only a deep weariness.

      I let a few moments go by. “So you won’t be coming home soon.”

      “Not until we have the blade and it’s returned to its Keeper.”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      “Not exactly, but we know the general area, at least according to the envoy. Drake is almost as good as I am at getting what he’s after. We’ll find it.”

      I smiled at his bravado. “No doubt.”

      A thought struck me. “Why do you think only humans were asked to find the artifacts? Why ask my mom, grandmother, and me to go into the darkling lands? Why not ask someone from the fairies? If the envoy or guardian know the general locations, why not go themselves?”

      Dee raised his eyebrows. “Good questions. But you and they aren’t only human. You’re all part fae. Drake is descended from some minor Celtic god, so he’s not completely human. Now that I think about it—why me? I’m the only wholly human involved in getting the artifacts back.”

      “Maybe you need to have a chat with your mother and father.”

      He laughed without humor. “My dad’s definitely my dad and my mom my mother. If you saw them together, you’d see I’m very much a mix of the two.”

      “Maybe in their pasts. Look how far back fae blood comes into my family.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. Maybe. But that doesn’t answer the question of why no fairies were asked. Unless they were, and are also on the hunt without us knowing.”

      I ran my hand through my hair. “So it might be a contest. Or more, a race to see who recovers the artifacts first. Or not.” I thought about it more. “This sounds like a question for Maurice. If there’s a reason only humans and part-faes were asked, Maurice would know.”

      Dee nodded. “The rat does seem to know everything about everything.” He paused. “I wish we were going after the chalice and the blade together. We’re a good team.”

      I wished we were going together too. “We are excellent together. But you aren’t fae—or so you claim.”

      He chuckled low. “Nope, I’m not. And you’re not the woman I met at the rink, what, more than a year ago now? That woman hardly knew what she wanted besides a good hockey game and, after, four walls to hide out behind. You’re growing bold in your old age. I like to think I helped that change along.”

      The joy of FaceTime was he could see my reactions. Even though he was right, I gave him a big slice of side-eye. “You’re pretty much the same as the day we met. Your ego may be slightly smaller than I first thought. Or not.”

      He laughed, and I laughed, and it felt really good. There hadn’t been much laughter for either of us in the last month or so.

      “What about The Gate?” I said after we’d stopped giggling.

      Dee sighed. “I don’t know. I’ll talk to Jack, see if he can talk sense into McGowan.”

      Jack Schneider was a magic policeman and Dee’s friend. He’d been with me when I’d gone to rescue Dee and The Gate from Gil’s murderous intent. I respected him.

      Dee hadn’t said talk sense into The Gate, because that was impossible.

      “Maurice thinks you should come home immediately,” I said, “to help straighten out this mess. And find out who really killed Hugo Bernard.”

      “The Gate is more than capable of taking care of himself. If he’s choosing to sit around in a jail cell, he has his reasons.”

      That was no doubt true. The Gate always seemed to have his own reasons for what he did. Reasons no one but he could fathom.

      “I miss you,” I said, so softly it was nearly a whisper.

      “I miss you, too.” And then, “We’re leaving tomorrow morning. Drake and me.”

      A small hand of worry clutched at my heart. Dee was good at what he did and more than capable, but we’d been together on every job, every hunt since we’d met. Not that he needed my protection, but—

      I don’t know. It was like we got traded to separate teams after having been successful partners. We were each good in our own right, but together we were great.

      “We’ll be here a few days still,” I said. “Mom has to arrange time off from the ordin hospital where she works, and for someone to tend to her magical patients.”

      Dee’s face showed surprise and a little confusion. “The envoy who approached Drake and me insisted we leave immediately.”

      “Modis wanted us to, but when Mom explained she couldn’t up and leave at the drop of a hat, Modis said it was enough that we’d agreed to go, that our word would placate the fairies for a while.”

      There was a small silence as we each thought about why there would be a difference, but how could we know the thinking of Modis or the fairies? We only knew what we’d been told.

      When Dee spoke again, his voice was dark and serious.

      “Look, Oona,” he said, “you be careful.”

      “I’m always careful,” I said. “You, though. You take chances.” I swallowed down a new lump of worry that suddenly formed in my throat. “So don’t, okay.”

      He got that look—head tilted, eyebrows slightly raised, lips together—that said he knew I was right, but that he was right, too. The truth was, we both took chances.

      “Call me when you get back,” he said, his voice returning to normal. “I’ll call you if I’m done first.”
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        * * *

      

      After we hung up, I showered and got dressed for bed, but couldn’t settle. I knew sleep wasn’t going to be easily found tonight. It was only a little after ten. I changed back into street clothes and drove up to the Community Center and around to the back, where Maurice lived.

      When I softly called his name, the rat trotted right out of his home in the little patch of greenery near the tennis courts and then peered up at me.

      “Late for you,” he said.

      “I hope I didn’t wake you,” I said.

      Maurice laughed his high-pitched rat laugh. “Rats are nocturnal, Oona. Didn’t you know that?”

      I shrugged. “Well, now that you mention it.”

      Maurice sat on his haunches. “What brings you out this time of night?”

      I reached into my purse and pulled out a brownie I’d picked up at a convenience store on the way over, unwrapped it and set it down for him.

      “Thanks,” he said, and nibbled at a corner. “Your homemade are better, but I’ve told you that before.”

      “Sorry, but this was a spur of the moment visit. I have a question for you.”

      Maurice was a rat of many talents and abilities. He also knew more about arcane lore than anyone I’d ever known or even heard of.

      “I was talking to Diego tonight,” I said, “and the question of why no fairies were recruited to find the chalice or the blade came up. Why only humans, even if most of us seem to have something not human in our blood. Diego is off to hunt for the blade with his friend Drake, who evidently has some minor god in his background.”

      Maurice hissed lightly between his big front teeth. “So he won’t be coming home to help find Hugo’s killer.”

      “Not right away.”

      Maurice nodded, accepting the news. “Why don’t you sit down? The answer to your question is a bit of a long story.”

      The only place to sit was on the asphalt parking lot. I lowered myself down and sat cross-legged, and waited for him to begin. A lot was riding on finding the chalice and the blade. I wanted to know everything I could about the artifacts.

      “Back in the day,” Maurice said, “and by that I mean the dim annals of time after the Romans left England but before England was united under King Edred in 954. Somewhere in that five hundred or so years, the queen of one of the many English kingdoms—no one can remember exactly which one it was—gave birth to a girl child. The red-headed, not-too-bad-looking-himself king took one look at the raven-haired, misshapen, club-footed child, thought of his blonde and beautiful wife, and concluded the child wasn’t his.”

      I nodded and listened. When he’d said it was a long story, I hadn’t quite expected it to begin in the ninth century.

      Maurice scratched one ear with a paw, then continued. “The king called for his queen and the child to be brought before him and all his court in the throne room. In front of everyone who mattered or had any sort of power or prestige in the entire kingdom, he demanded to know with whom she had lain to beget such an ugly beast of a child.

      “The queen, when the baby was shown to her, screamed, fell down before her husband and swore that was not the child she’d given birth to. This was in the days before royalty was expected to give birth publically, probably to prevent exactly these sorts of ‘misunderstandings.”

      “The midwife was also brought before the king,” Maurice said, “and she, too, swore the queen had given birth to a beautiful, fair-haired girl. The king was fond of his queen and didn’t want her thrown down a well for ‘cavorting with ogres and gnomes’ or whatever, so it seemed there was only one explanation—the dark-haired child was a changeling, left by the fairies when they’d stolen the fair-haired princess.”

      “I think I’ve heard this story before,” I said.

      The rat’s eyes narrowed and his voice gained a sharp edge. “Listen up. This isn’t a story; this is history.”

      Maurice huffed out a breath. “The king wasn’t going to stand for this sort of insult. “He ordered the raven-haired child killed. He sent his soldiers and huntsmen into the forest where the fairies were known to live to find and retrieve his child. And, oh by the way, while they were there, they should kill as many fairies as possible, and the man who brought him the head of the fairy queen, who the human king had convinced himself was the true mother of the club-footed child, would receive a title, lands, money, and the hand of his true daughter once she was of age.

      “You can imagine the bloodbath this led to. But the humans underestimated the ferocity of the fairy warriors. The war raged for years. The old king died and was replaced by a new king and then another new king after that—one who realized this war was devastating not only to the fairies but his people and lands as well. He decided to seek a truce.”

      Maurice paused to nibble on the brownie. He coughed.

      “Water,” he said, and coughed again. “Fucking walnuts.”

      I reached into my purse for the small bottle of water I fortunately had, uncapped the bottle, filled the cap with water, and set it down for him. He poked his nose into the cap and drank, then sat up.

      Thanks,” he said, still coughing slightly.

      I recapped the bottle and put it back in my purse.

      “Peace terms were agreed on,” Maurice said, continuing the story. “To seal the deal each side was to make an offering to the other. The humans made the blade and the fairies made the chalice. The fairy king, being who he was, also demanded a blood price. At the signing of the peace treaty, the human king was made to cut his wrist with the blade and drain his blood into the chalice.

      “All of it?” I asked, slightly horrified.

      “Not enough to kill him, but enough to make him weak. Enough for the fairy king to make his point. The fairy king did the same, the mixing of the blood meant to symbolize that now they were one. So long as each side retained their item, there would be peace between them.”

      I tsked my tongue against the back of my teeth. “What about the third item?”

      “Yes, that,” Maurice said, cleaning a bit of brownie off his whiskers with a swipe of a paw. “Neither side truly trusted the other, so a third item was crafted by the finest dwarf craftsman using magic from both sides, to be used to re-establish the peace should it be broken.”

      “Which is why,” I said, thinking it through, “the theft will set off a new war unless the relics are found and returned. Because neither side trusts the other anymore now than they did then. And each side will blame the other.”

      Maurice shrugged one rat shoulder. “It’s also why the items were all in the United States—since neither side trusted the other, the US was deemed a neutral party, both the local humans and the local fae. This was sometime in the early 1800s. The relics have been passed down from Keeper to Keeper ever since.”

      “And why humans with fae or blood of the gods in their veins have been asked to retrieve them, but no fairies. Because, since we are both human and fae, we’re seen as neutral as well?”

      Maurice shrugged. “Most likely.”

      I pressed my lips together, thinking. “But Diego is completely human, so far as he knows.”

      “Maybe he’s a token,” Maurice said. “Or maybe Diego doesn’t know as much about his family as he thinks he does.”

      I almost winced. Why did people ever think it was better to hide the truth than be honest and let those affected make their own decisions about how to deal with it?

      Maybe he caught my almost wince, because Maurice said, “Jesus. You still worrying about having fae blood.”

      “Still considering the ramifications,” I said.

      “You might as well consider the ramifications of having both a right and a left arm,” he said testily. “It’s who you are. Enjoy it.” He turned, muttering under his breath so that I had to strain to hear, “So damn stupid sometimes.”
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      As far as spellcraft went, I was nowhere near Diego’s level, but I had talents he didn’t.

      Not that being psychic or empathic would help much in the darkling lands, not if it was the same as here and I couldn’t read non-humans. But I had other abilities. I had the gift of telekinesis.

      I’d discovered this talent when I’d swung the murderer, Petra Folger, through the air and slammed her into an invisible cage she’d built around me. Maurice had been the only witness, unless you count Petra’s creature, the marid, who’d also been there. I’d used it one other time, to send a nest of bullet ants I’d conjured crashing into Gil Adair.

      I didn’t want to spend the day worrying about Diego. My time would be better spent seeing if I could make the telekinesis work when I wasn’t scared for my life or for his.

      So, what things could I safely throw around the room with my mind? Pillows seemed the obvious choice. I got up and closed the curtains on the parlor windows that faced the Strand. No need to have curious passersby looking in and seeing objects moving themselves around the room. Strangers looked into my parlor all the time, a consequence of living on a public-walk street. It was the one thing I didn’t like about where my house was.

      Curtains safely closed, I settled on the sofa and tried to think a pillow into movement by sheer force of will. It lay there, unmoving.

      Okay, so maybe I needed to concentrate more. I fixed my gaze on the pillow and again ordered it to rise.

      Nothing.

      I gave it a third try, and again nothing.

      Well, that sucked.

      I thought back to the times my telekinesis power had worked. I’d been in a highly emotional state both times, terrified and one hundred percent determined. A skill that only worked when I was freaking out wasn’t much good to me.

      But it wasn’t just my emotional state that was different now. Then, when the telekinesis worked, I’d seen in my mind what I wanted to happen.

      I closed my eyes, calmed my breathing, and visualized the pillow rising from the sofa and floating to me.

      I laughed out loud when the pillow bumped against my chest. I let it fall to my lap, sucked in a breath, and then visualized it tucked up next to the sofa’s armrest. It obeyed like a well-trained dog. That was worth a handclap. Maybe two.

      I guessed that seeing was believing. If I saw in my head what I wanted to happen and believed it would—it did.

      All-righty, then.

      I practiced until late into the afternoon, moving not only pillows but a loaf of bread, three books at once, canned goods from my pantry, and when I started feeling brave, a glass vase complete with water and two dozen blue and purple irises. I practiced bringing things to me from the rooms upstairs and sending them back, to ascertain if I could move things from and to a distance. I wasn’t perfect, but eight out of ten times I got it right. Fortunately, the vase full of flowers and water was one that worked. I hoped to have it up to ten out of ten by the time we left for the darkling lands.

      By dinnertime, I’d exhausted myself. Of course, the minute I stopped busying my mind, my thoughts went immediately and directly to Dee. How were he and Drake doing? Had they found the blade’s location or were they still fumbling in the dark? I knew how good Dee was. If Drake was close to his equal, they might have found it already and be on their way back. I could hope for that, at least. What I didn’t want to think about was them wandering around aimlessly, or worse, running into trouble. Someone evil had stolen the blade and committed murder for it. If that person still had it—

      I’d borrowed one of Dee’s gazing bowls while he’d been with his family, and had it at my house. I took it down from the shelf in the butler’s pantry where I kept it, filled it with water and set it on the kitchen table. I didn’t have the locating spell memorized and had to get out the spell book I’d also borrowed from his library. Dee had an eidetic memory—which I was completely jealous of. I couldn’t remember much of anything if I didn’t work at it. I thumbed through the book until I found the proper spell, and intoned the words.

      The clear water in the silver bowl grew cloudy. Slowly a picture formed—a forest thick with tall, old growth pine and redwood trees. There were only a few places where redwoods grew naturally. Sequoia National Park or King’s Canyon maybe? Someplace further north?

      I bent until my face was only inches from the water. The picture changed, showing Dee and a slightly older man. Dee’s friend, Drake, I presumed.

      Drake, like Dee, was tall and moved with an athlete’s grace and gait. He was more overtly muscular than Dee, which he probably needed to be to carry the arsenal I saw on him—a wicked looking broadsword on his back and a couple of massive guns on his hips. Hunter, Dee had said about his friend.

      Dee was still unshaven, his hair caught at the nape of his neck with a rubber band. He wore a backpack the same shade of green as the pine needles around them. The men moved cautiously. I could see their mouths moving, probably chanting spells.

      Funny that I could see them on the move. Dee had told me locating spells only worked if the subject was stopped. Maybe it was our connection to each other that let me see him moving. It had occurred to me more than once that my abilities were stronger when Dee was involved. He’d said much the same once—in passing, in that casual way he had—that we seemed to amplify the other’s magic.

      He stopped suddenly and looked around as if he’d heard or felt something, and tapped Drake’s shoulder. The other man stopped as well. Dee said something to him. Drake drew a silver chain with an animal charm on it from beneath his shirt. The animal was a cat of some sort, I thought, but wasn’t sure, and glowed with a soft purple light. Drake pointed in front of them and to the left. They started walking again, chanting.

      The cat charm’s purple glow grew in intensity as they walked. The glow flared suddenly white and the men stopped again. Drake kneeled on the ground, then bent forward to put his cheek on the earth. He lifted his head and nodded, then pulled back onto his feet while Dee shrugged off his backpack, pulled one of those folding camping shovels from it. He began to dig on the spot where Drake had laid his cheek.

      The ground must have been soft because he didn’t seem to have a hard time digging through the soil. A mound of dark, rich brown dirt piled up around the hole he was making. He dug long enough that I got a little antsy and looked up at the clock on my kitchen wall. Forty-five minutes had passed and I hadn’t noticed.

      Dee stopped suddenly and looked at Drake. He said something, which of course I couldn’t hear and I’m generally rubbish at lip reading. My guess was that he’d found what he was digging for. Drake had been leaning against a redwood tree, his eyes alert, scanning the area. He sprinted forward and looked into the hole. Dee dropped to his knees and reached into the earth. He stood and showed Drake what he’d snagged—a long knife in a dirty, black leather sheath, the visible hilt covered in mud. I grinned, seeing their success.

      Dee flicked bits of mud off the hilt. He pulled a bottle of water from his backpack and poured water over the sheath, then rubbed the hilt against his jeans to clean it. He held the sheath up again for Drake to see. Jewels gleamed on the hilt. Rubies, emeralds, and diamonds were my guess from the colors.

      A man stepped from behind one of the large redwood trees. Dee and Drake were facing the other way and didn’t see or, evidently, hear him. I saw him though, in the gazing bowl, and gasped. He was taller than the two wizards by at least half a head, with long, shaggy reddish-brown hair, and a wiry-looking beard that reached below the hollow of his throat.

      I couldn’t hear the man when he started speaking, but his body language was pretty clear: give me the blade.

      Dee wheeled to face him, then very markedly put the blade in his backpack and drew the zipper closed. His body language told me he was working up a spell even though he wasn’t chanting any words. Spoken words give power to spells, but they can be worked silently and still be effective, if not as strong.

      The bushy-haired man watched Dee with a slim smile on his mouth, as if bemused. The man didn’t see Drake’s hands fall casually to the grips of his guns. My skin prickled and my heart rate sped. Everything about the scene said a fight was coming.

      “Quick magic, Dee,” I muttered.

      Dee’s conjuring skills were excellent. He could bring anything that existed in the real world, and something’s that didn’t, into temporary existence.

      I kept muttering to him even though he couldn’t hear me.

      “Big magic. Lots of fire and sparks or sudden pouring rain. A pack of hungry wolves. Stampeding elephants. Something to make the man’s eyes open wide and his heart to quake. Scare him and send him scurrying away.”

      Dee rubbed his hands together and turned them palms up to display a fireball about the size of an apple dancing just above his skin.

      The man threw his head back and seemed to roar with laughter.

      Dee muttered again and flicked his hand. The fireball disappeared, replaced by a wicked looking sword Dee swung in a large infinity sign in front of him, and then pushed toward the man.

      The man’s eyes narrowed and, this time, when he threw back his head I thought it was not to laugh but to growl. I don’t know if I blinked or looked away for a moment, but where the man had stood was a huge reddish-brown bear. Even on all fours, the bear was nearly as tall as Diego. And while the man had the normal two eyes, the bear had three—the third, large and completely black, in the middle of his forehead.

      Drake swore—that word was easy to lip read—and pulled a gun free of its holster.

      Dee stepped into a fighting stance and swung the sword down, aiming for the back of the bear’s head. The bear feinted to the right and rose onto its hind legs. Standing, it was half again as tall as Dee. It knocked the sword from Dee’s hands with a swipe of its giant paw. The sword sailed through the air and embedded itself in a sapling redwood.

      The bear advanced toward Dee and Drake slowly, with heavy steps, as if it knew that no matter what the men did to try to escape, they would fail.

      Why didn’t Drake fire? He seemed stunned by the huge thing coming toward him.

      I wanted to fall into the gazing bowl and through it to the place they were. I wanted to bring my Smith & Wesson and pump bullets into the bear until it was dead and Dee no longer in danger.

      All I could do was sit at my kitchen table and watch.
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      Drake shook his head as if clearing his thoughts, aimed his gun and fired. Blood gushed from the werebear’s chest and matted his fur. The bear dropped to all fours and swung his head from side to side, bellowing in pain and rage. Dee moved to the side of the bear, conjured a second broadsword, and raised it high over his head. Striking off the bear’s head was the only sure way to know it was dead.

      The werebear leaned back, shifting its weight to its hind legs, and leaped toward Drake before Dee could finish the stroke. Drake emptied the rest of the clip into the on-rushing bear.

      Someone knocked on my front door. I ignored it.

      The bear crashed to the ground, raking its massive claws across Drake’s torso from his right shoulder, traversing his chest, down to his left hip as it fell.

      Dee ran toward them, his mouth open, his face contorted in a scream, the broadsword held above his right shoulder.

      Drake slumped against the rough trunk of a redwood tree.

      The knocking came at my front door again, only now it was pounding.

      Blood seeped through the front of Drake’s shirt, dying it bright crimson. Diego reached the fallen bear, reverting now to human form. Dee hesitated only a moment before bringing the sword down on the shifting man’s neck. The head rolled away. Blood spurted from the wound, wetting both Dee and Drake.

      The pounding on my front door increased.

      Panting hard, I could see his chest expanding and contacting, Dee stood over the dead were—which was now totally in human form. Drake slid down the tree’s trunk and sat awkwardly on the ground.

      The picture in the water began to fade.

      There was another round of pounding on my front door. I looked up and frowned. When I looked back into the bowl, there was nothing to see but clear water.

      “Shit.”

      I ran down the hall as a new round of someone pounding the side of their fist on my door began. I threw the front door open with the force of all my worry and anger.

      Jack Schneider stood on the porch. He wasn’t dressed in the all-white uniform of the magic police. Instead, he wore jeans and a blue Polo shirt, open at the neck. He was alone, so this wasn’t an official visit. The MPs always sent at least two policemen for official calls.

      “Is Diego here?” Jack said the moment the door fully opened.

      I stared at him, my mind stuck on what I’d seen—and not seen—in the gazing bowl. I forced my attention back to the man standing in front of me, and his question.

      “He’s in Sequoia or King’s Canyon, I think. Why?”

      “I’ve been trying to reach him. He’s not answering his phone. Judging by his overgrown front yard, he hasn’t been at his house for a while. I hoped he might be here.”

      Which probably meant Jack had run into some sort of problem and wanted/needed Dee’s help.

      I belatedly remembered my manners. “Would you like to come in?”

      He nodded and followed me into the parlor.

      Jack and Dee were friends. I wouldn’t say Jack and I were friends, exactly, but he’d bent some rules and outright broken a few at my request when The Gate and Dee had been abducted. I’d say we had a healthy respect for each other.

      “Diego hasn’t been home since,” I drew in a breath, wondering how to phrase what had happened, “the incident with Gil. He’s been with his family.”

      Jack settled himself on the sofa, crossed his legs and leaned back. “You said he was in King’s Canyon.”

      “Now he is. Or Sequoia National Park. Or on the coast somewhere up north. He’s working. Retrieving something for a client.” I paused. “Tea? Water?”

      Jack shook his head. “You know The Gate’s been arrested in connection to the murder of Hugo Bernard.”

      I nodded. “He didn’t do it.”

      Jack snorted. Dee and Jack might be friends, but I had the feeling Jack blamed The Gate for Diego’s habit of ignoring rules and laws he found inconvenient to his purpose. “He’s asking to see Diego or you. He’s refusing to speak to anyone else.”

      I understood The Gate asking for Diego, but was surprised he’d ask for me. I eyed Jack’s clothing obviously. “You’re not here in an official capacity.”

      “Partially. Sean McGowan has assigned me the job of getting The Gate to say what, if anything, he knows about Bernard’s murder and the thefts. The Gate says he’ll only speak to you two. If Diego isn’t available, then I’m asking you to come talk to him. See what he has to say. Try to get him to agree to talk to me, or just to offer up where he was when Hugo was killed.”

      “Hugo wasn’t killed with magic then? Because if someone used magic, it might not matter where anyone was at the time of death.”

      “Will you come?” Jack said, neatly evading my question.

      I gave him my best gracious nod. “Of course.”

      Jack muttered under his breath. There was a whoosh, a tiny sense of vertigo, and my ears popped. I’d been whisked to Jack’s station a few times now and no longer freaked out when I was in my house one second and in the police station the next.

      Every time I was there I wondered why they didn’t make the place look nicer. The floors were cracked brown linoleum and the walls painted a pea soup green that had seen better days. Now I wondered if the run-down, decrepit appearance was purposeful—a way to inspire despair in prisoners and visitors alike.

      When I’d been in the station before, I’d only been in McGowan’s very utilitarian office. Now Jack led me down a flight of stone stairs and past a variety of rooms, some with solid silver doors, some with water continuously running over iron doors, some with protective wards so strong they made the air shimmer and my teeth ache. I shuddered to think what sorts of beasts or sorcerers were kept behind any of them.

      The Gate was in what must be their ‘not a big threat’ cell. It looked a lot like a small studio apartment that had seen better days. The walls were a dingy white. A narrow, white melamine counter running three feet or so along one wall held a coffee maker and a tiny microwave. Dee’s old mentor sat on a twin bed—a real bed, not the usual jail cot—covered with a white comforter which looked new, in contrast to the rest of the room.

      There were also two small, white, padded chairs, a small, white table with two paperback books lying on it, a ladder-back chair pulled up to the table, and a door that I thought probably led to a private bathroom. Very posh for a prisoner’s cell. The sort of room where you might keep your misbehaving VIPs while you tried to figure out what to do with them. The sort of room where you kept people you trusted not to use their considerable magic to open the door, turn invisible, and walk on out.

      The Gate shot me a big smile as I entered the cell. He looked to be in his sixties, though he was, according to Dee, much, much older. His silver and steel-gray hair was as neatly combed as ever, and he managed to look suave in the bright-red sweatpants and sweatshirt he wore. Not a lot of men could pull that off.

      “Ah! Fierce lamb, I am happy to see you,” he said, his deep-blue eyes twinkling.

      “I’m happy to see you, too.” I walked over to stand in front of him. “Though this wouldn’t have been the place I’d have picked.”

      The Gate shrugged. “Mistakes can be quite instructive when viewed the right way.”

      Whatever that meant. McGowan’s mistake, or The Gate’s?

      He patted the spot beside him on the twin bed with the thick, white comforter, an invitation for me to sit. I glanced at Jack who still stood in the doorway.

      “I’ve been told to stay,” he said.

      The Gate grinned at him. “Fine with me. I enjoy company. Stay as long as you like.” His grin faded. “Though it’s likely there won’t be much important talking going on so long as you’re listening.”

      Jack frowned. The Gate nudged me gently with his elbow. I nodded. I’d caught the meaning in his words: feel free to read my mind.

      I slid into The Gate’s thoughts. He raised his eyebrows slightly, possibly in surprise from feeling me there. It was a weird feeling to have someone in your mind, like a tickle inside your skull.

      The Gate shifted slightly on the bed as if settling in for a long contest of wills.

      Is Diego well?

      I shrugged and nodded slightly. The Gate wasn’t psychic. He couldn’t simply hear the answers as I thought them.

      “Jack isn’t going to put up with us sitting silently and me nodding or shaking my head for long,” I said quietly. “You need to answer some questions for me.”

      Of course, The Gate thought. Ask me anything. I will probably tell you the truth.

      Probably.

      “Did you have anything to do with Hugo’s death?” I said, keeping my voice low.

      Grief like a knife stabbed me in the chest. The Gate’s emotion, not mine. Grief over Hugo’s death. They’d not been friends for a very long time, not since The Gate had helped Hugo’s wife and children escape from what had become a bad situation. But they had been close for years before that. Hugo had hated The Gate, but The Gate, I thought, had continued to love Hugo even when he didn’t like him.

      “Then why are you sitting here, refusing to talk to anyone?” I whispered.

      Two reasons. One, Sean McGowan annoys me. It seems only fair to annoy him back. And two, I needed a change of scenery. This isn’t a lovely place, but it does nicely suit my current needs.

      “Which are?” I said.

      A place to sit quietly and think. A place that doesn’t remind me of Gil.

      Gil Adair had been The Gate’s other apprentice during the time Diego was with him. Once the brothers were adults, Dee had moved out and established himself independent of his mentor. Gil had stayed with The Gate, worked in the tattoo shop his mentor owned, and lived upstairs in the same building, just down the hall from where The Gate lived. It stood to reason that Gil’s betrayal had pained The Gate every bit as much as it had hurt Dee.

      My phone vibrated in my purse. I pulled it out and checked the screen to see who was calling, and thumbed the phone on.

      “Where are you?” I said in a normal tone. “Are you all right?”

      Dee’s voice came through the ether. “I’m on the freeway. Drake’s been hurt. I can’t take him to an ordin hospital. Do you think— Would your mother be willing to help?”

      “Yes. Yes. Of course. Go straight to her house. I’ll text you the address and then call and say you’re coming.”

      Dee rang off. I punched in her address and sent it to him, then called my mom. Both The Gate and Jack had locked their gazes on me, but I wasn’t going to explain anything until I’d spoken with my mother.

      “Are you home?” I said as soon as she picked up.

      Her voice carried a worried edge, likely in direct response to the tone in my voice. “Yes. What’s happened?”

      “A friend of Diego’s has been injured. He was attacked by a werebear. Dee’s bringing him to you. Is that okay?”

      I felt The Gate stiffen beside me and Jack’s intense focus on my words.

      “I’ll be looking for them,” she said.

      Nothing medical ever fazed my mom. In a weird way, emergencies seemed to calm her. Healing was what she did and she was very, very good at it.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

      I turned to The Gate.

      Is Diego hurt? The Gate asked in his thoughts.

      “No. Not that he said. Just his friend.”

      “You must go,” he said aloud and silently added, Don’t worry about me. I’m quite fine here for a while.

      I pressed his hand in mine and dropped my voice low. “They want to know where you were when Hugo was killed. Why not tell them?”

      I have my reasons. Now go. See to Diego and his friend.

      “Will you at least tell me?” I said.

      Come back tomorrow. We’ll consider options. Bring Diego, if possible.

      I nodded.

      “McGowan will want to see you before you leave,” Jack said.

      “I can’t. I need to get to my mother’s house.”

      Jack pursed his lips and shook his head. “You’re not leaving without seeing McGowan.”
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      Since Jack had beamed me here and I had no idea where here actually was—we could be in Mexico City or two blocks from my house for all I knew—I had no choice but to talk to McGowan.

      I don’t know who killed Hugo, The Gate thought as I walked toward the door. I want you and Diego to find whoever or whatever it was and take care of it.

      I glanced at Jack and then at The Gate.

      Whatever it takes, he added. I’m counting on you.

      My throat went dry but I nodded.

      Jack took me upstairs to McGowan’s office. The head of the local magic police sat behind the same gunmetal gray desk he’d had the last time I was here. Two hard, metal chairs sat in front of the desk. I took one and sat. Jack stood behind me, one hand on my right shoulder, as if worried I would bolt—either to run off or to bash McGowan over the head. I wasn’t planning on either. I was planning on answering a few stupid questions and then trying to convince Jack to beam me to my mother’s.

      Take care of it, The Gate had said. Or rather thought. It was a rather Mafioso statement, and not The Gate’s usual way of speaking. I wanted to know who killed Hugo, but I didn’t want their destruction to come at my hands. It wasn’t who I was. Wasn’t what I did.

      Though maybe it was. Maybe the Oona Goodlight who’d stood shocked and heartbroken at seeing Brad Keel’s body on the ice had morphed into Oona Goodlight who’d killed the klim with her bare hands and hadn’t flinched at spraying potentially killing water at the marid. I wasn’t sure I was all that happy with that new me.

      “Are you listening, Ms. Goodlight?” McGowan snapped.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “Would you say it again?” Before he had a chance to speak, I rushed on. “The Gate didn’t kill Hugo Bernard and doesn’t know who did. That’s all he told me and all I know.”

      McGowan pulled to his feet, braced himself forward with his hands on the desk, and curved a tiny, humorless smile onto his mouth. “We’ll let you sit here a while and think about it. Perhaps you will remember a little more of what you know.”

      I stood as well, surprising Jack who still had a hand on my shoulder. He stepped back as I rose. I felt him consider grabbing hold of me again and deciding against it. Felt his curiosity to see how things would play out between McGowan and me.

      “I could spend a week here,” I said, staring into McGowan’s eyes, “and I still wouldn’t have anything more to tell you. There’s somewhere I need to be. The Gate has asked me to return tomorrow. Let me leave now and come back then and speak with him. Maybe I’ll learn more.”

      McGowan was shorter than me, and I’m sure it annoyed him to have to look up since I was standing straight, but he was still leaning on the desk. His phony smile faded. He glared at me a long moment. I watched him back, waiting.

      Finally, McGowan snorted and sat again. “Officer Schneider will get you home and come fetch you tomorrow morning.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      I was relieved that Jack didn’t beam me home right from the office. Instead, he opened the office door and motioned for me to step into the hallway.

      “It doesn’t pay to antagonize McGowan,” he said as we walked down the pea-soup-green-walled and brown linoleum-floored hall. God, this place was ugly.

      I shrugged. “Can I ask a favor? Could you send me to my mother’s house instead of mine?”

      “Guests are to be returned from where they were gathered.”

      “Is that formal for, ‘No?’”

      “It’s polite-speak for ‘Don’t ask for favors; I’m not in the mood.’”

      I touched his arm lightly. “You heard my conversation with Diego. His friend is injured. They’re on their way to my mother’s. Don’t send me home and make me drive all the way there. Just beam me over. No one will know. Do it for Diego, if not for me.”

      The look in Jack’s eyes shifted slightly. He leaned close and said low, “One time only.”
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        * * *

      

      Dee’s navy blue Audi coupe was already parked in Mom’s driveway when I found myself standing on the sidewalk in front of her house. I was torn between concern for Drake and sheer joy at the thought of seeing Dee, hearing his voice, breathing in his scent, and holding him tight.

      I glanced around, but this wasn’t a neighborhood where people spent much time walking and no one was mowing a lawn or digging weeds from a flower bed. Not even a curtain twitched in the local busybody’s front room. My sudden appearance out of nowhere had gone completely unobserved.

      I wondered if Jack had arranged the lack of witnesses—similar to the way Dee did his traffic trick—sending out a magical suggestion that this would be a good time for everyone to go inside and not look out their windows.

      I walked up the long brick pathway and stepped up on the porch. My parents knocked when they came to my house, but Dad had said I should never knock at theirs, that it was my childhood home and I should always come right on in, which I did.

      Mom had removed some walls and converted what had been the servants’ rooms when the house was built into a clinic where she saw patients who, for whatever reason, didn’t want to or couldn’t go to a regular doctor or hospital—wounded fae, wizards, and witches worried that standard medical practices could set off non-standard magical reactions, and the like.

      I heard voices leaking through the closed door but couldn’t understand what was being said—Dee’s voice, then my mother’s, then Dee’s again. Both used hushed tones. I knocked softly and opened the door.

      Mom and Dee were standing acquaintance-distance apart—closer than strangers who’d recently met, which they were, but further apart than people who were completely comfortable together. They turned to look my way.

      There was blood all down the front of Dee’s shirt and pants. From the smears, I thought he must have carried Drake at least part of the way out of the forest back to his car. I felt Dee’s concern for his friend as a heavy tightening in my chest. Tears welled in my eyes. I blinked them away.

      

      I wanted to throw my arms around him and take away his pain and worry. I gently touched his arm instead. “How’s Drake?”

      My mom answered. “He’s lost a lot of blood and has muscle and nerve damage but with time and rest, he’ll be fine. I’ve seen to his wounds and brewed a potion to help him sleep and heal. He’s upstairs in one of the guest rooms. I’d like to keep him a day at least for observation.”

      That was good news. The vibe in the room was cautious optimism from Dee and full confidence from my mother. If mom felt confident, I had no doubt Drake would be fine.

      I pushed my hair away from my face. It was weird standing there for some reason. Uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure what to say, what to do. Mom and Dee hadn’t met before, though she knew we were seeing each other and that it was serious. She hadn’t much approved based solely on his reputation, though she’d agreed to meet him. I doubted meeting like this was what either of them had envisioned.

      Seeing him like this for the first time since he’d gone home to his family wasn’t what I’d envisioned either. I wanted the two of us to go off someplace where he could tell me the whole story of what happened with the hunt for the blade, even though I’d seen some of it. And we could both talk about his family and discuss The Gate and what, if anything, we could do to find Hugo Bernard’s killer.

      Instead, we all stood there, Dee glancing between my mother and me; me glancing between him and her, Mom with her gaze fixed on me.

      Dee turned to my mom. “Thank you, Dr. Goodlight.”

      “Katrina,” she said and half-smiled. “You should go home and get some rest.” She flicked her gaze my way. “I know you and Oona have things to talk about.”

      Dee nodded.

      “I appreciate all you’ve done for Drake,” he said.

      “You’re welcome, Diego. It was nice to finally meet you, even under these circumstances.” Mom smiled slightly. “Go now. I’ll keep watch over your friend.”

      I glanced down, hiding the pleased smile on my face. Mom could be remarkably kind but formal to people she hadn’t warmed to. First names from my mom were a sign of acceptance, maybe even a sign she liked him a bit.

      Outside, Dee wrapped his arms around me and held me close. Neither one of us seemed too concerned about the dried blood on his clothes. I certainly didn’t care. I hugged him back with an equal need, taking the moment to be grateful he’d safely made it back from his hunt. Happy to be with him again. If only there weren’t all these swords dangling over our heads.

      Like the fact that Mom, G-ma, and I were off soon to find the chalice.

      Dee murmured into my hair, “Where’s your car?”

      “At home,” I said. “Jack beamed me here. I’ve been to see The Gate. We need to talk.”

      Dee nodded, kissed the top of my head, and turned me loose. “You can talk while I drive.”

      I grabbed him again and gave him a quick hug before climbing into his car. Damn, I’d missed the man.

      “I like your mom,” he said as I was fastening my seatbelt. “She’s kind and very good at what she does, from what I saw.”

      “Yeah,” I said. Because she was kind, and she was very good at healing. I could have done much worse in the parent department.

      “We’re leaving as soon as Drake is stable,” I said, knowing that Mom had already arranged to have her shifts covered at the ordin hospital and arranged for another magical healer to care for any of her special patients who might need help while we were gone.

      Dee nodded, his lips pulled into a taut line.

      “I guess,” I said, making my voice light and casual, “we’d best make the most of tonight.”
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      We spent the evening and much of the night letting our bodies become reacquainted and talking and talking and talking in between. Dee was worried about Drake, obviously, but also about all of his family members in the aftermath of what had happened with Gil. Cracks were forming—his mother and father at odds. His sister Valentina, the one who wanted to disavow her magic and be ordin—blamed magic in general and their father in particular for what Gil had done. She also thought Dee should have seen it coming and done something to stop it. Gil’s mother blamed her ex-husband for having sent Gil to The Gate for training. She blamed me, too, for getting the fairies involved. Even Dee somehow thought that Gil had been bespelled or something. No one wanted to say Gil made his own choices and was responsible for what had happened. Some truths take a long time before they can be faced square on.

      I talked about coming to grips with my parents’ having basically lied to me my whole life about their own magical abilities and having denied me the training I would have liked to have had when I was younger

      “So,” Dee said, “are you more pissed or more hurt that your parents hid things from you?”

      “Pissed,” I said, and then thought about it. “No, hurt.” I thought about it some more. “Pissed and hurt equally, I think.”

      He twirled a strand of my hair around his finger. “What are you going to do about it?”

      I thought about that, too. “Let it ride for now. There’s more to it than just my mother not wanting me to have the same upbringing she’d had. Eventually, I want the truth.”

      He lifted one shoulder in a bit of a shrug. “I don’t know your parents well, having just met them, but I get the feeling they’ll tell you if you ask.”

      I wasn’t sure why his confidence sent a chill running through me. The truth didn’t always set you free.

      “Do you have a guess as to who killed Hugo Bernard,” I said, deftly changing the subject.

      Dee and I had gotten pretty good at finding ways to track down bad guys. This one had us stymied so far. Where do you start when the victim had plenty of people who disliked him but no one in particular who disliked him enough for murder? How do you find a killer when you can’t begin to answer the question of why?

      Sure, to start a war between humans and fairies, but why? What did the killer hope to gain from a war? Until we could answer that question, we were pretty much throwing spaghetti at the wall and hoping something would stick.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Dee wanted to check on Drake. A phone call wouldn’t do, he wanted to see him, so we drove back to my parents’ house.

      When we entered the house, Drake was sitting on the couch in the living room with my mom. He was wrapped in a blanket even though the day was warm. He looked a little better than he had yesterday, but his dark hair hung in lank strings and his eyes lacked sparkle. I felt his pain, deep and bright, where the bear had torn him. Unconsciously I grunted low and put my hand where, on Drake’s body, the pain was worst.

      I realized what I’d done and moved my hand away. Mom had caught it though. Her eyes widened, though I don’t know why she was surprised—growing up I’d often been able to tell her where her patients were hurt, even if they were unconscious. Not in some nice, easy visionary sort of way, but because I felt their pain in my body as if it were my own. It was part of the whole empath thing. The part I didn’t want to have thrust on me anymore. The part The Gate could help me screen out, though so far he’d put me off every time I’d asked him to teach me how to do it.

      Dee sat next to Drake. His eyes searched his friend’s face and then flickered over the sky blue plush blanket wrapped around him, hiding his wounds.

      “How are you doing?” he said.

      Drake smiled as best he could. “Katrina is taking good care of me. The wounds aren’t infected, but there’s been some muscle and nerve damage, or so she tells me.”

      I glanced at Mom. She nodded agreement to Drake’s words.

      “Four weeks, right?” Drake said, looking toward my mother. “Four weeks and I’ll be like new.”

      “If you take care of yourself in the meantime, yes,” Mom said.

      Drake turned his gaze toward me. “And this is Oona.”

      I felt Dee color slightly—or rather, I felt his emotion rise—and knew he’d talked about me. The knowledge pleased me more than I would have thought it would.

      “I’m glad to finally meet you,” I said. “Diego speaks so highly of you.”

      Drake tried to smile again but it turned into a grimace as a twinge of pain shot through him. And through me.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, too,” he said when the pain subsided.

      “Drake has given me the blade,” Mom said, neatly sliding our attention away from Drake and his pain.

      The marble in my pocket that Modis had given me to call it with and that I’d been carrying around felt suddenly heavy. I didn’t reach for it. No point until we had the chalice as well.

      Dee pressed his lips together in that way I’d learned meant he had something to say but wasn’t sure how it would be taken.

      “I noticed,” he said, “that the wards on this house are light to non-existent.”

      My mother nodded. “This is a clinic. People come here who are injured, sometimes severely. In an emergency, the time spent to take down wards could mean life or death.”

      “I understand that,” he said. “But the blade is here. Two people have already been killed to possess the artifacts—Hugo Bernard and the fairy Keeper. I’d suggest either putting up some good strong wards, which I’d be happy to do for you, or let me take the blade somewhere it’ll be safe, and you won’t be in danger from whoever is after it and the chalice.”

      My mom’s face and vibe said she hadn’t considered she might be in danger—and she didn’t much like the idea.

      Drake sucked in a quick breath, a sort of reverse gasp. We all turned to see what he was looking at.

      Smoke was leaking under the front door into the foyer.

      Smoke was funneling in through the living room windows as well. Not smoke like from a fire. Smoke something like Modis, only blacker and dirtier.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      Dee and my mother were already on their feet. Mom grabbed a walking stick from where it stood in the corner of the room. Dee had moved into his ‘ready to cast spells’ stance. Drake had thrown off his blanket. Thick bandages were visible beneath the over-sized T-shirt he wore. I recognized the shirt as one of my dad’s. Mom must have given it to him to wear since his own clothes were bloody. Drake also wore a clear ‘don’t mess with me’ look on his face.

      In the time it took to notice those things, five smokies had slithered in under the door or through the living room’s open windows. The smoke contracted, pulling in on itself, growing thicker and more solid looking with each second. In moments, five beasts stood in the room: Gray wolf, Polar bear, African lion, Bengal tiger, and a Cape buffalo with long, sharp, curving horns.

      The animals were huge. They stood side to side, pressed up against each other, the only way they’d fit in the living room. My stomach clenched.

      Who are you and what do you want?” Mom demanded.

      All the beasts turned their eyes toward her. The lion spoke.

      “Give us the blade and we will leave you as we found you. Refuse, and we will kill you.”

      Reality or illusion? They could be either. I had a good spell for dissipating illusions and cast it as the last words were leaving the lion’s mouth.

      None of the beasts disappeared.

      Smoke-shifters. Crap.

      The Cape buffalo grunted low. The Bengal tiger roared.

      None of the humans moved. My companions’ fears felt like little knife points pricking me. My heart beat like a crazed metronome and my feet definitely wanted the flight option between fight and flight.

      “We don’t have it,” Dee lied. “It’s been turned over to the Council.”

      “I think you do,” the lion said, shifting it’s gaze to Diego. “I think you will hand it over now or watch my friends eat the wounded one first.”
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      Dee didn’t cast a glance at Drake, but we all knew whom the lion meant. I’ve felt Dee’s anger and his fear, but the calm, icy determination radiating from him felt more dangerous than either of those two emotions. I felt him ramping up his magic, the sheen of it a silver aura around his body.

      Lightning sparked from his fingers. The lion roared in pain and anger as the lightning hit him. The stench of burned fur rose in the air.

      The Cape buffalo turned its massive head to look. Dee had targeted the lion, thinking it was the leader. The look in the buffalo’s eyes convinced me it was in charge.

      Mother must have thought the same, or it was sheer coincidence that she raised her walking stick high and brought it down hard on the back of the buffalo’s skull while its head was turned. The stick broke in two, the part she wasn’t still holding clattering on the hardwood floor. The buffalo turned its head back slowly to look at her—a look I took for annoyance in its eyes.

      No way was I going to let the beast hurt Mom. I cast a freezing spell on the buffalo before it could take even a step in her direction. It was the spell I knew best, the one I had to think the least about. And it worked.

      Drake was sitting up as straight as he could manage on the couch and chanting.  His voice was strong. His hunter brain was on fire. I felt his frustration at not being able to physically fight like a heavy pulse behind my eyes.

      Dee summoned up a fireball and heaved it toward the lion for a second strike. The lion screamed and the stench of burning fur grew stronger.

      The buffalo was frozen. I summoned my will and focus again, readying to freeze the tiger. Before I could, the huge cat leaped toward the sofa and Drake, knocking over a standing lamp with a Tiffany shade that had been in the house since my great-grandmother’s time. The lamp crashed to the floor. Glass from the shade scattered across the floor.

      The crash surprised the wolf and bear and they spun toward the sound. The wolf crouched, ready to spring. I caught it with the freezing spell before it could leap.

      I was too late to stop the tiger. It pounced toward Drake. He kept chanting, not losing the rhythm. I readied myself to throw another freezing spell. Before I could, Drake’s voice reached a crescendo.

      For a moment, everything in the room seemed frozen—each of the beasts, Mom,  and Dee transfixed by Drake’s spell. I stopped where I stood, as transfixed as the others, my inhaled breath caught in my chest. It was almost eerie, the sudden stillness in the room. A stillness I knew couldn’t last.

      A dark sound like the crash of large cymbals jerked me from my stupor. The beasts, seemingly unbound as well, roared, yowled, and wailed as if in excruciating pain. Drake began a new chant, his words nearly forming pictures in my mind, nearly but not quite, like a thing glimpsed on the move that you can’t quite identify.

      The beasts’ outlines blurred as dark smoke began rising from their shapes.

      An acrid smell burned my nose and my eyes watered. Slowly, slower than they had formed, the beasts dissolved back to their true, smoky forms. I held my breath, not wanting any of the smoke-things’ essences in my body.

      “Get the front door,” Dee said, breaking the almost stupor I’d fallen into watching the beasts change.

      I ran from the living room, turned into the foyer, and pulled the door wide open.

      Wind gusted through the rooms—a good stiff breeze that blew my hair around my face and fluttered my shirt. I bent my knees and held tight to the knob so the door wouldn’t blow shut. Dee, I thought. That was definitely one of his spells.

      Five smoke-orbs swirled out of the living room, carried on the wind to the foyer and then out the door and into the yard. The wind blew them across the lawn and out toward the street. Dee came up next to me at the door. Magic poured off him, so strong it felt nearly solid. His chanting changed timbre, his hands lifting as if instructing an orchestra to raise the volume.

      The wind outside changed direction. The smoke began to rise, higher than the house, and then above the old Spanish firs. Higher and higher, the smoke growing smaller and smaller in my sight, like watching a child’s lost kite rise—until all traces of the smoke finally vanished.

      Dee exhaled a deep breath and immediately began putting up wards to keep anything non-human out of the house. Mom wasn’t going to like it, but we’d deal with that later. For now, getting the wards up was paramount.

      I knew the spell he was using. He’d taught it to me and I used it to protect my own house. I nudged him softly and turned my gaze to the stairs, meaning I’d go up and start warding as well. With two of us working, we’d ward the entire house, each door and window with extra protection, much more quickly.

      Drake slumped into the couch as I hurried up the stairs. Casting the spell that turned the smokies’ beast forms back into smoke must have exhausted him. Mom bent over her patient, his wrist in her hand, her ear bent close to hear and feel Drake’s pulse and other vital signs.

      When I came back downstairs, Drake was asleep on the couch. Mom was holding a wooden box in her arms. I knew the box. Made of Honduran mahogany, it was about a foot and a half long, a foot wide, and nearly a foot tall. It may have held something in years past, but it’d been empty, a beautiful curiosity, for as long as I could remember.

      “Take it,” Mom said as I walked into the living room. “I can’t have my clinic being disrupted by whoever or whatever wants this thing.”

      I held out my hands to take the box. She didn’t need to tell me the blade was inside.
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        * * *

      

      Mom called my phone shortly before midnight.

      “Drake is insisting on going home,” she said without preamble.

      I wasn’t sure why she’d called this late just to tell me that.

      “And?” I said.

      “And I’m inclined to let him,” she said. “He’s recovering faster than I expected, even with a set back from doing magic against the smoke-things, and will probably do better recuperating in a familiar surrounding.”

      Dee raised his head from the pillow.

      “Drake wants to go home,” I told him, holding the phone away from my mouth. “My mom thinks it’s a good idea.”

      Dee nodded, evidently trusting her evaluation, and lay his head back down.

      “Okay,” I said, the phone back next to my ear and mouth. “And you called to tell me this, why?”

      “Because your grandmother and I are ready to go after the chalice if you are.”

      I blinked in surprise. Mom seemed to have put aside her trepidations about me joining her on this quest. I suspected G-ma had something to do with that.

      I’d thought Drake’s injuries and mother taking care of him meant we wouldn’t go for a few days at the least. Days I’d planned to spend with Dee and working on better control over my telekinesis power.

      “Oh,” I said. “Sure. I can be ready. Tomorrow morning?”

      “Yes,” Mom said. “We’ll pick you up around eight.”

      We rung off and I told Dee what was happening.

      He sighed. “I’d hoped we’d have a little more time together before you left.”

      “Me, too. But the sooner we leave, the sooner we return and placate everyone getting riled up over the thefts.”

      Dee half shrugged. “And the sooner we can start looking for the killer.”

      “Or killers.”

      I drew in a breath, my mind spinning with questions. One killer or two? Modis was right in sensing where the blade had been hidden, but was he also right about the chalice being in the darkling lands? What if we ran into danger there? Were Mom and G-ma up to physical or magical fights, if it came to that?  Could I trust my telekinesis to work when the chips were down? What was my fallback if it didn’t?

      Dee took my hand in his. “Slow down there, cowboy.”

      It took me a second to register what he’d said.

      “Wouldn’t I be a cowgirl?”

      “If you like,” he said. “Or the non gender-specific cow person.”

      I shook my head slightly. I had no idea what he was talking about or where it had come from.

      “Oona,” he said, “I can practically see the thoughts spinning in your head.”

      I rubbed the bridge of my nose with my index and middle fingers. “Would you mind going home? My brain is in overdrive. I need some time alone.”

      “No problem,” he said and then chuckled under his breath.

      “What?”

      “You’ve changed in a lot of ways since I met you, but some things stay the same.”

      He threw the covers back and dressed in his street clothes. At the door, he gave me a long, lingering kiss and held me close.

      “Don’t forget to be careful,” he said, then turned and walked away.

      I went into the parlor, sat on the sofa, and practiced moving objects with my mind.
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        * * *

      

      All that remained of my eggs and toast breakfast were bits on the plate. I was swallowing the last of my coffee when the knock came at my door. Little nervous birds fluttered their wings in my stomach as I took down the wards and pulled the door open.

      My mother and grandmother stood on my porch, both dressed in jeans, tee shirts, and hiking boots. Mom wore a dark gray canvas backpack that I assumed held emergency medical supplies. She never went anywhere without some. Her car trunk looked like a mobile hospital supply store. If she was being her usual careful self, there was food in her pack, too.

      The only weapons they had, if you could call them that, were Mom’s and G-ma’s walking sticks—Mom must have gotten a new one, or had several, since I’d watched her break one over a smoke-beast’s head. The two of them looked more like we were headed for a nice hike in the park rather than a hunt.

      Both sticks were oak with rubber tips for stability and a hole drilled near the top with a leather thong threaded through, though Mom’s was a golden color and G-ma’s was stained dark brown and was the longer of the two since she was a good six inches taller than Mom. I didn’t see either of them as the type to be versed in stick fighting, though Mom didn’t hesitate to use one as a cudgel. G-ma also carried a large, orange canvas bag.

      “Come in,” I said, and hugged each woman briefly as they entered.

      Mom hung her purse on one of the pegs in the foyer and leaned the walking stick against the wall. G-ma set her huge canvas bag on the floor next to where she’d leaned her walking stick by Mom’s.

      G-ma walked in slowly, taking in the hall and then the parlor’s blue walls, family photos, old and new paintings, furniture that was a mix of new and family antiques. When she spied the original house blueprints that I’d had framed and had hung on the wall, she smiled so brightly it was like a light had been turned on in her.

      “It’s been a long time since I was here,” she said a little wistfully. “You’ve done a lovely job decorating.”

      “Thank you,” I said, somehow inordinately pleased that she seemed to approve of the changes I’d made. “I’ve remodeled the kitchen and restructured some upstairs.”

      “Oh,” she said, her eyes shining. “I must see. Come show me what you’ve done.”

      Mom sat on the sofa in the parlor. “I’ll wait here.”

      My shoulders tensed at her words. Not her words so much as her vibe. She was not at all pleased to have her mother here with her in my house. She wasn’t pleased to have her mother around me at all. She wasn’t pleased that Modis had come to her door, insisting that G-ma be included on the hunt.

      I gently felt around her vibe. Lingering anger from her own childhood rose off her, little tendrils of resentment. And worry. Worry about me.

      I rolled my shoulders to work out the tension. “Come see the kitchen first.”

      I gave my grandmother the grand tour. She ooh’d and aww’d at what I’d done, saying how clever I was for this change or that. She meant it, too. You can’t fool an empath with pretty words.

      On the upstairs landing, G-ma stopped me and said, “Don’t worry about your mother and me getting along. Once we hit the darkling lands, the three of us will be a tight team.”

      I hadn’t felt her in my mind, but it didn’t take mind-reading to know I’d paid attention to the dynamic between the two of them and reasoned it could be a problem. I walked down the stairs hoping she was right.

      “We need to do a protection ritual,” G-ma said when we returned to the parlor. Mom looked up from where she sat on the couch. G-ma remained standing.

      “I usually cast a spell,” I said, standing next to G-ma. “I have some good ones I can cast for us.”

      “Yes,” G-ma said. “A spell can work. I understand you’ve done a few dangerous things in the company of your wizard. Since you’re still here, all in one piece, your spells seem to have worked.”

      I forced myself not to glance at my mother. I didn’t know what ‘dangerous things’ G-ma had heard about, but I hoped that whatever they were, Mom hadn’t heard about them as well. She liked Dee. I wanted it to stay that way.

      “What do you need for the ritual?” I asked.

      G-ma rubbed her nose, thinking. “Steel nails. They must be steel, not iron. You know cold iron is bad for us fae.” She thought for a moment. “We’ll need the last page from this year’s calendar. If you don’t have a paper calendar handy, you can print the page out.”

      She walked over to the foyer and grabbed her huge canvas bag, and came back into the parlor. She drew a pair of glasses from the bag. “We’ll need these. I snagged them from your father. Since he has a wizard’s perfect vision, the glasses are strictly for show. Did you know that, Oona? Your father has absolutely no need for the glasses he always wears. The glass in them is clear.”

      I glanced at Mom who was glaring at her mother. A sense of betrayal wriggled through me. “I didn’t know that.”

      “It’s all symbolic anyway,” G-ma said. “The spell I mean. So these fake glasses will work just fine.” She focused on my face. “How about those nails and calendar page?”

      I scuttled off to the garage to get steel nails. I didn’t have a paper calendar—I used the one on my phone—so I went upstairs and printed one off the computer.

      When I came back downstairs, Mom and G-ma had moved to the kitchen. Mom sat at one end of the rectangular oak table. G-ma had taken a chair in the middle. The room smelled like the contents of my spice drawer had spilled. I picked out anise, sandalwood, and cinnamon among others.

      G-ma’s giant canvas bag sat on the floor next to her chair, unzipped, the top open. I presumed she’d brought the candles in it that she’d set at the four corners of the table. The candles had been oiled, so they had a sheen, and rolled in herbs. That explained the wonderful smells. The canvas bag was probably where she’d gotten the square of purple silk laid out centered to the candles. And the sand she’d sprinkled on the silk square. And the small white down feathers scattered on it.

      “What’s all this?” I said, waving my hand vaguely at the table.

      “Sit.” G-ma gestured toward the chair at the end of the table opposite where Mom sat. A small porcelain plate sat at that spot. No one else had a plate.

      Once I’d sat and handed her the items I’d gathered, she nodded toward each of the candles in turn. “Purple for spiritual and psychic power. To increase our natural abilities. Light blue for protection from evil.”

      I flinched slightly. Whoever or whatever had taken the sacred items intended evil—probably was evil—but I didn’t like to think about that in advance. Prepare, yes. Dwell on it—no.

      G-ma shifted her gaze to a brown candle. “That one is for confusing an enemy.”

      I smiled. Confusing the enemy was always a good thing.

      “And the orange?” I said, nodding toward the fourth candle.

      She placed the nails I’d brought her in a circle around the base. “That’s the best one. Orange for success. The nails help secure it.”

      I liked that idea.

      “Sand is for an easy path,” G-ma said. “Feathers are for swift flight to our goal. The glasses are to see the right path.”

      “And the calendar?”

      “To ensure the magic lasts as long as we need it.”

      I glanced over at Mom. “You already know all this.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve helped with plenty of similar rituals.”

      And yet she hadn’t taught me this kind of magic, so different from what I’d learned from Dee.

      “Well,” G-ma said, “we’ll just have to make up for that lack in Oona’s education—starting now.”

      I didn’t think G-ma had read my thoughts directly. I would have felt her if she’d slipped into my mind. At least I thought I’d have felt her.

      “Oona, dear,” G-ma said, “Light the candles, please.”

      There were matches in a drawer by the sink, but I couldn’t help showing off a bit. I snapped my fingers four times, lighting each candle in turn.

      G-ma clapped her hands at my show, and mom smiled. I felt her pride in me.

      If Mom was proud of me for my little magic trick, why had she worked so hard to keep magic out of my life? People didn’t always make sense. Parents least of all.

      G-ma spread her arms wide on the table top, inviting us to link hands. Mom, with her short arms, had to lean way forward. When we’d joined hands, G-ma started chanting low.

      Chanting, at least, was familiar to me. Dee chanted most of his spells and I mostly chanted mine. But G-ma’s chants were different, not just words said but words nearly sung, her inflections rising and falling.

      My mind nearly emptied and peace flowed through my body. My eyelids started to close. I forced them open to record everything that happened. Mom and G-ma, I saw, had their eyes closed and were swaying slightly with the rhythm of the chant.

      Pale blue smoke rose from each of the four candles, the smoke bending in the windless room, reaching for the smoke from the other flames, converging together over the purple silk square at the table’s center. The four plumes merged, forming one column that rose toward the ceiling. At the top, the column split into three, one third arcing slowly toward each of us, and then spilling over us like a lazy smoke shower.

      The peace and contentment I’d been feeling didn’t change, but new feelings joined them. Competence. Strength. Surety. Mom straightened herself in her chair and I knew she felt the same things I did. I let the feelings sink in and become part of me.

      G-ma stopped chanting and turned Mother’s and my hands loose. I crossed my arms loosely and rubbed my arms, hugging in the feelings.

      “Oona,” G-ma said, “if you’d be so kind as to burn the calendar page and then extinguish the flames.”

      The request snapped me back to reality. The purple candle—for spiritual and psychic power—was closest to me, but it didn’t feel like the source to use. I got up and put a corner of the calendar in the flame of the nail-surrounded orange candle—the one for success. The paper caught immediately. I went back to my seat and held the burning page as long as I could, then dropped it and let it burn out on the small porcelain plate.

      G-ma said, “It is done.”

      I leaned forward to blow out the candle closest to me.

      “Never blow out a candle being used in a spell,” G-ma said sharply, then sent my mother a harsh, accusing glare for not having taught me this most basic of things.

      I drew back and nodded, then wet my fingers and snuffed out the flames.

      Mom didn’t seem the least concerned that her mother had admonished her. She cocked her head, evidently listening to something. “What is that scratching sound?”

      “It’s probably Maurice,” I said, rising. “He’s a magical rat and a friend of mine. His knowledge of the arcane is immense. He’s kindly offered to go with us.”

      Mom raised her eyebrows. Her vibe said she hadn’t realized how far into the magical world I’d stepped and that she wasn’t all that happy I’d evidently invited a rat along on this quest. Maurice had invited himself, but I hadn’t vetoed it.

      “I know a magical goat who’s skilled in potions,” G-ma said cheerfully. “I’m not much one for potion magic. She’s been very helpful a time or two.” G-ma made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go answer the door, Oona. Let’s meet your friend.”

      I went down the hall and let Maurice in.

      “My mother and grandmother are in the kitchen,” I told him.

      Maurice followed me down the hallway back to where my family members were. He scampered up my pant leg and shirt and onto the table as I made introductions.

      Maurice nodded to Mom and G-ma and muttered a quick, “Nice to meet you.” He turned to me. “No breakfast for a hungry rat, Oona? You expect me to go chalice hunting on an empty stomach?”

      G-ma clapped her hands together. “Oh, I like you, Maurice. No mincing words.”

      “I have more animal cookies,” I said.

      Maurice’s whiskers twitched, which I took to mean that animal cookies would do.

      I went to the pantry and fetched the bag. I caught the look on my mother’s face when she realized why I had them—not for me, but for Maurice. I set three on a small plate and put the plate down in front of him.

      Maurice glanced at my mom and grandmother. “If you’ll excuse me.” He set to eating.

      “If you’ll excuse me as well,” I said. “I need to dress.”

      “Well thank God,” G-ma said. “I thought you were going to head off to the darkling lands in shorts, a tank top, and bare feet.”

      I went upstairs and put on what I thought of as my ‘monster hunter’ clothes—black cargo pants (lots of pockets to store things in), black t-shirt, and leather hiking boots. I tied a black, hooded sweatshirt around my waist, in case things got cold. I French braided my hair, to keep it out of my face.

      My heart flapped around like a fish in my chest. Anyone who wasn’t nervous before setting off on a task like this was either stupid or stupider. I hadn’t had many dealings with the fae, mostly with Elgrin and her fairy warriors, and they scared the piss out of me.

      I put my phone in one pocket, my 9 mm Smith & Wesson Shield in another, and extra bullets in still another. I had no idea if bullets would stop anything we might meet, but better to be overly prepared than to regret not bringing it along.

      For my birthday, Dee had given me a SOG Seal Knife 2000 and sheath. What did it say when a man gave you a deadly weapon as a gift and then taught you how to use it? I guessed it said he worried a time might arise when magic alone wouldn’t protect me. I undid the belt I was wearing and put on the sheath.

      I guessed I worried about the same thing since I was taking it and the gun with me. I trusted Dee’s magic with my life but knew nothing about the true magic my mother and grandmother had. Maybe it would be enough. Maybe it wouldn’t. I wasn’t going to take chances.

      Back downstairs in the kitchen, I loaded two more pockets in my cargo pants with bags of trail mix, breakfast bars, and turkey jerky. I filled a canteen with water, undid my belt again and strapped on the canteen. I didn’t need to check in the mirror to know I probably looked like a crazed survivalist. That was fine. I had no idea what we were getting into and it seemed prudent to be well prepared.

      I felt my mom’s eyes boring into my back as I worked. Felt her vibe and heard her thoughts, her recognition that I’d done this sort of thing a time or two and had a pretty firm idea of how to go about it. I felt her mix of anxiety and pride. I guessed being a parent wasn’t the easiest of things.

      “Where am I going to ride?” Maurice asked, his ears twitching. “I can’t walk as fast as you, not over any distance. One of you will need to carry me. I nominate Oona.”

      I bit my lower lip, thinking.

      “Are you sure it’s safe for you to go into the fae lands? Modis said only those with fae blood could enter and leave again.”

      “Humans with fae blood,” Maurice said. “The peace between the fae and humans is fragile, mostly because humans keep fucking it up. The fae only trust humans who are magical and carry fae blood, believing that the fae side will keep them honest. The rest of us can come and go as we please.”

      “Are the fae honest?” I said. “Always?”

      Maurice laughed, his shoulders shaking in mirth.

      Yeah. Okay. Don’t trust the fae.

      What about Modis? Was it to be trusted?

      I patted one of the big, empty pockets in my cargo pants. “How about you ride in here?”

      Maurice considered. “It’ll do.”

      “Are you ready?” G-ma said, fixing her gaze on me.

      “Yeah.”

      Mom tried to hide her fresh flare of worry over my going, but, you know, psychic— I gave her my best ‘I got this covered’ smile. It didn’t reassure her but there was nothing I could do about that.

      “How will we get there?” Dee had used a potion to transport us into the brume, so it seemed logical to say, “Potion?”

      G-ma shook her head. “We will link hands and then poof!”

      “Poof?”

      G-ma hiked her eyebrows and held out her hands. Mom took hold of one of G-ma’s hands and one of mine. I took G-ma’s other hand to complete the circle.

      My shoulders tensed and I glanced around the kitchen. G-ma chanted spell words, but I swear it sounded like other voices whispered along in the corners of the room. I couldn’t make out the words, the voices were too low, but they were there. The air temperature soared. Within seconds sweat glazed my skin from my scalp to my toes. The room tilted suddenly and the floor dropped away. My stomach lurched. I squeezed my mother and grandmother’s hands tight and stared into the void below my feet until it filled in again—not as my familiar black-and-white kitchen tiles but as fine, slightly reddish dirt.

      Yeah, that was a little more than poof, G-ma.

      Grandmother turned my hand loose first. Mom freed my other hand. I swiveled my head slowly, taking in the darkling land.

      Black and gray hoodoos—those tall, thin rock spires you see in Utah or Cappadocia in Turkey—jutted from the broken land. The air was dry and tasted of dust. A thin creak gurgled in the deep center of a wider, otherwise dry riverbed. The only other sound was the slight hiss of wind blowing across the sand.

      What might have once been another river joined the edge of the dry bed. In the distance, a high mesa rose unexpectedly from the flat land. Five separate hoodoos stood at the mesa’s rim like sentinels.

      G-ma saw where my gaze had focused. “Those are The Watchers. They guard this valley.”

      “Where are the people?” I said, bringing my gaze back to her. “The fae we’ve come to see.”

      G-ma cast her gaze toward the creek. “That used to be a great river. The fae who lived here called that river The Sigh of Souls. The smaller one is called The Mother’s Breast. The locals probably moved when the rivers started drying up.”

      Why had I thought this would be simple and straightforward?

      “Are they nomadic?” I asked. “Do they pack up their yurts and go?”

      “They are fae,” G-ma said, “and it’s hardly yurts. Those who lived here dismantled a city built with magic and likely remanufactured it when they found a better spot.”

      I smoothed my hands over my hair, wondering what now? I glanced toward the distant mesa. Its sheered top was empty.

      The hoodoos—The Watchers—were gone.

      Not gone. On the ground and moving toward us.

      Mom and G-ma were staring at them, too, watching as they slid smoothly as if on rollers, puffs of dust swirling around their bases.

      I swung toward G-ma. “Friendly or unfriendly? Do we shift back to my house?”

      G-ma swallowed. “They’d follow us home. We don’t want to bring them into our world.”
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      G-ma stepped forward and the Watchers clustered together in front of her. I felt her talking to the Watchers, though I couldn’t hear her or their replies. I slipped into her head to listen.

      We’ve not come to bring harm, G-ma thought to them.

      <Why have you come? Humans, even humans who smell fae, do not venture into our lands often.>

      Do you know of the chalice and the blade that binds humans and fairies together in harmony?

      <We know of these things. We know they have been taken.>

      The chalice is here, in your lands. We wish only to recover it and ensure peace between the species.

      <We care not if there is peace or war between your kinds.>

      Then you do not mind if we travel your land to find the items?

      The Watcher’s voice went silent in G-ma’s mind. I thought they were conferring among themselves. G-ma’s thoughts spun, thinking through arguments she could make if the Watchers denied us, ways to convince or cajole them.

      The Watcher’s voice returned to her mind.

      <We grant you twice the sunrise to find this thing. If you linger beyond, you will be destroyed.>

      I wondered how long the day and night were here. There was no reason for them to be the same as on our plane. We could have more time than we thought, or less, and no way to know in advance.

      G-ma nodded. Fair enough. Can you speed us on our task by telling us where the chalice is?

      <We don’t know its location. That which brought it here was not human and of no concern to us.>

      Not human. That was interesting. The thief may or may not be human, but the one who hid the chalice here definitely wasn’t. So what sort of being had brought it here? A fairy that wanted the peace to end? Another kind of fae or being who benefitted if fairies and humans went to war?

      G-ma bowed her head slightly to the Watchers. We thank you for your kindness and hospitality.

      <We are neither kind nor unkind. We offer no hospitality. We are Watchers and we shall watch closely.>

      The Watchers turned and slid away from us, back toward the mesa.

      G-ma rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. “We have two days to find the chalice and leave the darkling lands. Best we get a move on.”

      Maurice poked his head out of my pocket. “Best you pick the right direction. Go wrong and we could spend two days walking away from the chalice instead of toward it.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I brought these along,” she said.

      G-ma pulled a small blue velvet bag covered with runes in silver thread. She undid the drawstring and poured what looked like a dozen or so small ball bearings into her palm. The tiny beads pulsed with magic, I felt it like a zinging in my bones and saw it as hazy auras of colored light. She muttered a spell over the beads and threw them into the air. They fell like silver hail, bouncing where they hit the ground. The beads started rolling toward one another, forming a line. Two beads rolled to the side at one end, forming a chevron.

      G-ma nodded toward the direction the chevron pointed. “That way.” She bent to pick up the beads and stow them in their bag.

      Mom picked up her pack and headed the way the beads had pointed. She knew her mother’s magic a lot better than I did. If she trusted G-ma’s divination, I would too.

      The land was desolate in all directions, but especially so the way we were headed. Nothing stretched before us but rock-strewn dirt with lone hoodoos poking up here and there as far as I could see.

      “Mind your steps, Oona,” Maurice said. “I don’t need you losing your balance and falling on top of me.”

      I looked down at his rat head peeking from my pocket. “I’ll be careful. Stumbling and turning an ankle or worse isn’t on my list of ‘things I want to do while in the darkling land.’”

      “Good,” he said and tucked himself deep in my pocket.

      We walked maybe a quarter of an hour without talking.

      “Oona,” G-ma said, startling me from my thoughts. “Would you like to learn my direction divination spell?”

      I felt Mom’s prickly vibe before I heard her voice.

      “Mother,” Mom said.

      “Katrina,” G-ma managed to put the exact same tone in her voice. “Are you still trying to deny Oona her magic? Here? In the darkling lands where anything might happen and a direction spell could prove not only useful but lifesaving?”

      I threw a glance at my mother. Her lips were pressed together and her eyes were big. I knew that look. It was the one she got just before she either exploded in anger or capitulated.

      I turned my head toward my grandmother. “I’d love to learn the spell.”

      Mom put her hand on my arm. “A little knowledge can be a dangerous thing.”

      I nodded. “But isn’t a lack of knowledge worse?”

      “For Heaven’s sake, Katrina,” G-ma said, “you can’t keep Oona in the dark forever. You can’t keep denying what is hers by birth.”

      Mother was working up a good bit of steam now. I felt it in her vibe as much as I saw it in her face.

      “If you two would kindly let me finish my thought,” she said.

      G-ma and I fell silent.

      “A little knowledge is a dangerous thing,” Mom said again. “Perhaps, after we’ve recovered the chalice, you could spend some time with your grandmother and learn the things I should have taught you but didn’t.”

      It wasn’t unheard of for my mom to admit to a mistake, but it wasn’t all that common either. Mostly, I had to admit, because she didn’t make a lot of mistakes.

      I smiled. “I’d like that.”

      “And perhaps,” Mom said, “we could spend more time together and I could teach you a few things I know that I don’t think even your grandmother does.”

      My smile spread into a grin. “I’d like that, too.”

      “My, my,” G-ma said half under her breath. “Pigs are flying in a frozen Hell today.”

      Mom shot her some side-eye. “It’s a wise woman who’s willing to change her mind based on new evidence.”

      “Indeed,” G-ma said.

      So what was this ‘new evidence’ that had changed my mother’s mind?

      Not that it mattered. My mother and grandmother would teach me their magic. I’d keep learning from Diego. Maybe The Gate would take me on as an apprentice. I was pretty old to be an apprentice, but what did I care? In five or ten years I’d be the same age whether I’d apprenticed or not. I gave Mom a quick shoulder hug.

      Something winged and dark flew overhead, throwing a shadow over us. I looked up but couldn’t tell if it was a bird or some other kind of flying beast or machine. We didn’t know this land. My walking along with my head in a dream wasn’t good. I needed to focus on the here, on the dangers there might be, on the unknowns. My mind should be on those things—not on the future joys of learning more magic.

      I turned my attention back to the land around us. It was still as dry and desolate, as dirt-covered and rocky as when we’d first stepped foot here. Except for the one flying thing in the sky, we hadn’t seen a living thing. Unless you counted the hoodoos. I had no way of knowing which were simply rocks and which might be more Watchers.

      “Hold up,” G-ma said. She pulled out the blue bag with the silver runes and poured the beads into her hand. “Pay attention, Oona.”

      As before, she threw them into the air and as before they came down scattered but soon pulled themselves into an arrow pointing which way we should go. If I was supposed to see something special, I didn’t know what it was.

      Maurice poked his head out of my pocket. “I wondered when she was going to check.”

      G-ma looked at the rat. “I’ve been consulting the beads since our first steps forward. As long as we were headed in the right direction, there was no need to keep proving it. But now the beads tell me we need to adjust our path. You see, now they point more southwest. We go that way.”

      Our new course, unless we changed direction again, would take us to a set of low hills visible in the far distance. The sun rode low in the sky.

      “We should make camp soon,” I said. “It’ll be dark before we know it.”

      Mom and G-ma looked toward the falling sun.

      “We have time yet,” G-ma said. “We’ll walk another hour and then make camp.”

      Mother stopped and wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “I can manage one more hour.”

      I caught sight of Maurice in my peripheral vision, his head still out of my pocket, his nose twitching wildly.

      “I smell water,” he said. “A large body of it. Close.”

      “It’ll make a good place to stop,” Mom said.

      “Mm,” Maurice said, sounding very non-committal. “We should make camp close to the water, but not right on it. Unless we want every creature in this place who drinks water bedding down with us. Of course, having seen the watchers, this place may not have normal creatures with a need for water other than the fae we thought we’d meet when we got here.” He looked at G-ma.

      G-ma shrugged. “We may still meet them. Or we may not. All that matters is bringing back the chalice.”

      Maurice scratched an ear with a paw.

      The Watchers had given us two sunrises to find the chalice—which was only one full day and night from now, the way I understood what the Watchers had said. Or we could defy the Watchers and hope for the best. G-ma’s divinations said we were heading the right direction, but not how far we had to go. We needed a time and distance spell if such a thing existed. It probably did, there seemed to be a spell for everything, but if none of us knew it, it might as well not exist.

      Making a safe camp in a completely unfamiliar land is mostly a matter of luck. Maybe we’d get through the night without interruption from beasts or unfriendly fae, maybe we wouldn’t.

      We picked a spot close enough to the river Maurice had smelled to be able to draw water from it and refill my canteen, but not so near as to signal our presence to any beasts or beings who might come down to it for a drink. We found a rough circle of hoodoos and placed ourselves behind the largest, to keep us as hidden as possible. I hoped they were merely hoodoos and not Watchers, but G-ma said we didn’t need to worry.

      “I’ll take the first watch,” I said, worrying anyway.

      Mom and G-ma nodded. G-ma, especially, seemed worn from the day’s long walk. Having the first sleep would do them both good, I thought. I was tired but not worn out. I could stay awake and on guard a few hours.

      “I’ll keep you company,” Maurice said.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      There were few stars in the sky and no moon tonight if there was a moon here. Not every land or plane was the same. Not every land or plane had our twenty-four-hour day and our skies.

      This night was dark and silent. No birds called. No critters scampered by. The silence was a little eerie.

      No one had thought to bring blankets, so it was fortunate the night was temperate and my sweatshirt was all that I needed. I could start a fire with a spell if we had something to burn, but there were no trees nearby. I hadn’t seen brush or other vegetation at all. There might be a fae city somewhere in this place, but all we’d seen was dirt and desolation.

      “Wake me in two hours,” Mom said. “You need to sleep, too.”

      “I will.”

      G-ma had settled into the cradle she’d scooped out for herself. “Trina, wake me two hours after that.”

      Mom nodded agreement and she settled down to sleep as well. Within minutes their breathing had become slow and regular and when I checked, both were deep in sleep. I leaned my back against a hoodoo. It was knobby and not very comfortable, but it was at least something.

      Maurice sat up on his haunches, raised his nose high and sniffed the air.

      “I don’t smell anything nearby,” he said. “I think we’re in for a long, boring night.”

      “I hope so,” I said, keeping my voice low anyway. “I’d rather struggle to stay awake than fight off whatever predators might live around here.”

      He shrugged his tiny rat shoulders. It was funny how Maurice melded both rat and human characteristics.

      “So tell me,” I said, making conversation, “where did your magic come from?”

      His small, black eyes twinkled. “The same place yours did, I’d imagine. Passed down through the generations.”

      “The first magical person in our family was G-ma’s grandmother.”

      “That you know of,” he said. “Magic can spontaneously show up, probably did in someone way back in your family tree, but my guess would be it wasn’t your grandmother’s grandmother who was first touched. More likely it was someone long before her.”

      I thought about that. It was possible, of course.

      “How does magic get into someone to begin with?” I asked.

      “By request, usually,” Maurice said. “In my own family, the story is that a cat stumbled upon my ancestor’s nest and meant to kill him, his wife, and all their children. The rat begged the gods for a way to save his family. The gods heard his plea and bestowed magic on him. The next thing he knew, his wish that the cat could come no closer resulted in the beast bumping into something invisible but as solid as a wall every time it got within a foot of the nest.”

      “So, just like that, asked for and given?”

      “So the story goes,” he said.

      “Are all the rats in your family magical?”

      Maurice shook his head. “Usually one or two are born each generation. I’m sad to say that so far none of my offspring have shown any abilities. But I’m young still and have many wives.”

      “Did the ability to speak come with the original magic?” I asked.

      His whiskers twitched. “That story is recent. My own great grandfather befriended a human who was kind and set out a bit of whatever food she had for the rats who lived in her barn. She also didn’t keep a cat or a dog, which my grandfather much appreciated. One winter night a wandering human slipped into the barn for a place to sleep. He was a particularly stupid human and he started a fire to keep himself warm. A spark landed on some hay. Rats know all about fire. My grandfather knew that spark could grow into something dangerous, even deadly. He wanted to warn the kind human, but how? He had magic enough to get in and out of the human’s house but scampering up on the human’s bed and jumping around and chittering was unlikely to do more than make the human afraid that the rats she’d been kind to had gone insane or were attacking her. So grandfather begged the gods for speech. The plea was heard and granted. The magical rats in my family have had speech ever since.”

      Maurice twitched his tail, “You see what these stories have in common, right? “

      “Asking for magic?” I said.

      Maurice’s tail twitched faster. “For the gods’ sake, Oona. Be serious.”

      “Protecting or helping others.”

      His tail stopped twitching. “There are many kinds of magic, but all magic springs from what is inside the practitioner—their soul, as it were. My magic, the kind you have, and your mother, grandmother, Diego, and The Gate have, sprang originally from a desire to help. Keep it that way and you’ll be fine. Let it turn and you’ll wind up like Diego’s brother.” He focused on my eyes. “Dark magic, that lust for power that goes along with it, nibbles away at the edges of the soul and turns what’s left into hard, black stone.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry much about my turning to the dark side.”

      The rat batted at one ear with his paw. “Just saying. It can happen to anyone.”

      I thought about that, thought about Gil, about what the lust for power had done to him, and wondered if a lust for power was behind the theft of the artifacts and the murders of their Keepers.

      “Maurice,” I said. “Who do you think killed Hugo Bernard and the fairy Keeper?”

      He shrugged one small shoulder. “It wasn’t The Gate. He’s about as likely to murder a couple of sentients and steal the chalice and blade as you are. But was there one killer for both or two killers, one for each? Was the killer, or killers, human, fairy, or something else? I have no idea.”

      I thought about that a while too. Two killers. One on the human plane and one where the fairies lived. Or one killer who could travel in both worlds? Fairies spent time among the humans. Wizards could go to the fairy’s land. It made for a lot of suspects.

      Maurice yawned and rubbed his eyes with his paws.

      My phone had stopped working when we entered the darkling lands, but I thought two and a half or three hours had passed since I’d said good night to my mother and grandmother. My eyes burned from fatigue. I didn’t really want to wake my mother, but if I didn’t get some rest I’d be useless once we set out again.

      I shook Mom’s shoulder gently. She groaned and muttered in her sleep, but finally opened her eyes.

      “My turn?” she asked.

      “When you’re awake enough.”

      She sat up and sighed. “I’m awake. Anything happen while you were on guard?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. This is the least lively place I’ve ever seen.”

      Good,” she said. “Nothing happening is my idea of a perfect night.” She smiled. “Go get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I gave her a peck on the cheek and settled in the space I’d cleared for myself. It wasn’t the most comfortable bed, but it would do.
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      I woke stiff and sore from sleeping on the ground. The sun was high in the sky but a long shadow fell over my body. I turned my head to see what had cast it.

      A dozen watchers had moved in close, circling where we’d slept. Our visitors ranged between six and ten feet in height, were three or four feet around, and looked exactly like something huge had created them by squeezing clay between humongous fingers and letting it dry.

      I didn’t feel menace from the Watchers, though why I thought I could suddenly sense non-human intentions when I’d never been able to before was beyond me. For whatever reason, I wasn’t nervous or frightened.

      “We have company,” I said, stating the obvious.

      “They came to warn us,” Maurice said. “A little too late, in my opinion.” He bent his head back and looked toward the sky. My gaze followed his and I came instantly wide awake.

      Dragons.

      Six of them.

      Fifteen feet long at least, with leathery wings that seemed strong enough to beat the clouds from the sky, each dragon a different color: green, blue, purple, yellow, red, and black, the scales iridescent and glowing.

      Dragons, with riders on their backs.

      Skeleton riders.

      Not just skeletons—giant, scowling, skeletons wielding big-ass swords.

      An orange haze surrounded each rider and dragon. Protective wards. Strong ones. Wards that might make our magic useless against them. I tried a quick spell and sent it toward the dragons and their riders. Small sparks danced where my magic hit the wards. The sparks rained back to the dirt and died out.

      Fuck.

      As quickly as the dragons touched earth, the skeletons dismounted, their motions as smooth and purposeful as dancers. They were tall, eight or nine feet high, I guessed—the bones of giants. There were six skeletons—plus dragons—and three of us. I didn’t like the odds. I swallowed hard and glanced at my companions.

      Mom, to my surprise, had moved into a fighting stance, her walking stick pointing toward the skeleton galloping toward her. Runes I hadn’t seen before glowed down the stick’s length.

      The skeleton held a wide sword high over its head, ready for a downward strike, with its mouth open as if in a silent battle cry. As it came near, Mom swung her stick in fast figure eights. She craned her head back and her eyes flicked between the skeleton’s head and chest, watching for direction changes. G-ma had her walking stick raised, doing much the same against a second skeleton.

      The Watchers had moved away from us and stood in a line—watching.

      Mom jumped high into the air and bashed her stick down on a skeleton’s collarbone—a sound so hard and resonate I felt it as well as heard. The skeleton sunk to its knees.

      The skeleton’s wards stopped magic, but not something as natural as a wooden stick. That was good to know.

      Mom cocked her stick over her shoulder and swung it at the skeleton’s skull. Her swing was sure and true. The skull flew from the top of the skeleton’s spine.

      Go, Mom.

      The headless skeleton’s bones collapsed onto the dirt. Mom kicked the skeleton’s sword behind her and advanced toward the next attacker bearing down on her. All of this had happened so quickly that the last skeleton was still dismounting its dragon.

      G-ma was also weaving her stick in amazingly fast figure eights and advancing on a skeleton that was failing to get its sword anywhere near her, despite its height advantage. At the bottom of a downward stroke, she made a horizontal swipe that hit the skeleton in the knees. It buckled but stayed upright, hacking its sword toward G-ma’s right arm. She twisted away, then slashed her stick across the skeleton’s midsection. The upper half of it fell one direction and the lower half another.

      A third skeleton slipped behind G-ma, its sword raised, ready to strike.

      My magic was useless. Shooting a skeleton was useless. Getting close enough to use a knife seemed not only useless but stupid.

      I picked up a rock and aimed for its hands. I have a good eye and a strong arm. The rock hit the skeleton’s hands, knocking them and the sword enough sideways that G-ma had time to pivot and strike at its arms with her stick. The skeleton’s left radius and ulna flew a surprisingly long way.

      A motion near my side caught my eye—a sword swinging toward my neck. I dropped into a fast squat and the sword sailed over me. I grabbed another rock and heaved it at the skeleton’s head. The rock connected but didn’t knock the skull off its neck bones.

      In the brief moment the skeleton was distracted I sprung forward from the crouch and wrapped my arms around its knees and pulled. We tumbled down, me landing on top. I grabbed the skeleton’s hand holding the sword, yanked it off and threw it as hard as I could. The sword was heavier than I’d expected and neither it nor the hand holding it flew far from the body.

      Maurice scrambled out of my pocket and dashed toward the hand. He sunk his teeth into the index finger and shook the hand until it fell apart, the bones scattering in the dirt.

      Three skeletons down, three to go. And the dragons, that seemed to be biding their time before entering the fray. They watched intently, stomping their huge feet and blowing smoke from their noses.

      “For gods’ sake, Oona,” Maurice said, running back to me, “throw them like you did that Petra bitch. You can end this now.”

      Telekinesis. The power wasn’t magic and probably wouldn’t be stopped by the skeletons’ wards. A wizard could get the same effect with magic, but for me, it was a physical function like my psychic abilities and empathy. Maurice had seen me use telekinesis to swing the murderer, Petra Folger, through the air and slam her into the invisible cage she’d built around me.

      G-ma grunted. The skeleton she’d knocked in half had reformed and joined the second skeleton she was still fighting, the two double-teaming her from both sides.

      I summoned up my will and focus and flung the two skeletons in opposite directions away from her. One hit a large boulder and broke apart, its head rolling a short distance away from the body.

      The skeleton reached an arm toward the head. I focused on the skull, raising it into the air out of the body’s reach, throwing it into the branches of a tree growing from the top of a tall hoodoo.

      I grabbed the other skeleton with my mind and flung it whole into the same tree that held the skull.

      G-ma turned to help Mom with the skeleton she was fighting, the two women using their sticks to bash at it from the front and the side. Mom smashed the skeleton’s right tibia and fibula with her stick. G-ma jumped into the air and used her stick to whack off its skull. I grabbed the pieces with my mind and threw the skull one direction, the spine and rib cage another, and the broken bits of the right leg and the foot still another.

      That left one skeleton to dispose of. Mom and G-ma turned toward it and advanced.

      “I’ll do it,” I said.

      Bold words for someone who was fairly exhausted and not all that sure she could do what she’d just promised. I summoned up my mind-power again, focused on the last skeleton and what I wanted to do to it.

      The bones exploded as if they’d been hit with dynamite, flying high into the air and then scattering in all directions.

      Mom, G-ma, and even Maurice stood staring at me, their breaths coming hard. I didn’t know what I’d expected coming into the darkling lands would mean, but fighting dragon-riding skeletons hadn’t been on the list of possibilities. I certainly hadn’t expected to discover my powers extended to blowing up my enemies.

      A fearsome roar cut through the air and was joined by another and then another. My heartbeat sped. We were exhausted from fighting the skeletons. We didn’t have the strength left to take on the dragons. I didn’t, at least. I barely had the strength to wonder if they would fry us with fire, stomp us to death with their massive feet, or simply have us as a tasty snack.

      Poor Maurice. He’d be nothing more than a morsel. I wished he hadn’t come with us.

      The largest of the dragons roared again.

      Maurice’s nose and whiskers twitched. “They’re trying to tell us something.”

      I looked at Mom and G-ma. “Either of you speak dragon?”

      Because, having seen them fight, it now seemed perfectly plausible that one or both of them might also have the gift of animal speech. Or maybe G-ma wasn’t blocked, as I was, from understanding the thoughts of other species. She’d conversed with the Watchers, after all.

      Mom and G-ma shook their heads.
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      “For all the gods’ sakes,” Maurice said. “Humans can be fucking useless at times. I’ll talk to them.”

      He scampered up close to the largest dragon and squeaked in his high-pitched rat voice. The dragon didn’t roast him or roar back. Instead, it dropped onto its knees and laid its head on the ground near the rat. The dragon’s roar changed to soft rumbles and low growls. They chatted; I assumed they were chatting back and forth. Minutes passed. I tried to trust that Maurice knew what he was doing while I planned what I’d do if the dragons attacked: bullets first, and if that failed, knife to the soft neck flesh. A slash, not a plunge, since I need to be fast and couldn’t risk the knife getting stuck.

      When they’d evidently finished, Maurice trotted back to us useless humans. The dragons stayed where they were. I squatted down to hear what Maurice had to say.

      “The dragons thank you for freeing them from their unwanted overlords,” Maurice said. “Seems they’ve been cursed into serving them. The dragons hated having those bony little skeleton asses on their backs. I told them we’re looking for the chalice. Turns out, they know where it is and will be happy to fly us there.”

      Apprehension radiated from Mom and G-ma. Apprehension bubbled in me as well. The dragons knew where the chalice was and would take us there. It seemed too easy.

      “You trust them?” I said. “We’re not going to wind up as roasted dinner or bucked from their backs during the flight?”

      Maurice’s tail flicked in that way that meant he was annoyed. “Have I ever given you bad advice?”

      “No. But I’ve never before asked you if we should trust dragons.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, his tail calming. “You can trust me on this. As it happens, I helped out some relatives of the lead dragon once. They are more than pleased to repay the favor.”

      I laughed once under my breath. “You are a true treasure, Maurice.”

      The rat shook head to tail, a tiny shiver wriggling down his spine. “You only just realized that? Now, put me deep down in your pocket. Flying is not one of my favorite things.”

      I picked up Maurice and settled him back into the same pocket he’d ridden in before. By the time I’d done that, G-ma had already climbed onto the second largest dragon’s back and Mom was mounting another, smaller dragon as if she’d been doing it all her life. I stepped over to a third dragon that kneeled to make climbing onto its back easier. I glanced at my mom and grandmother sitting astride their beasts as calmly as sitting at home in their favorite chair.

      I had some seriously bad-ass women in my family.

      The dragons wore bridles and reins made from what looked like black and white vines braided together. They knew where they were going, but I held the reins loosely in one hand anyway. A series of sharp, horn-like spikes spaced every seven inches or so protruded from the dragon’s neck from just below its head to a foot or so above its back. The last spike bent into a C shape with a blunted end. I clutched it in my hands, gripped my legs tightly against the beast’s sides, and drew in a steadying breath. In a motion so fluid it was more like floating upwards than a takeoff, we rose into the air.

      I’ve ridden horses and flown in planes, but riding a flying dragon was quite a different experience. The ground dropped away steadily beneath us. I squeezed my hands tight around the neck spike, pressed my legs tighter against the dragon’s sides, and made myself look straight ahead or up, not down. The air grew colder as we climbed. The ride was smooth, the dragon steady—as stable as standing on ice skates—it was all about balance. I relaxed the littlest bit and looked down.

      The ground beneath was all hoodoos now, white, black, and brown rock spires reaching into the air like stiff fingers, a dot of green or yellow here and there where trees had found purchase, and the occasional small spread of reddish-brown flatland.

      We’d flown for maybe an hour when the edge of a blue ribbon came into view. The ribbon grew wider and wider as we flew toward it, spreading out into a great river.

      The River of Sighs, grandmother’s voice said in my head.

      I gripped the dragon’s C-shaped spike tighter, though why I thought falling from this height into water would be worse than falling onto land was a mystery.

      A small, hilly island appeared in the middle of the river. The riderless lead dragon banked and began to descend. I couldn’t see at first where we might find open space enough to land, but then a tiny flat patch appeared. The dragons headed for it and set down one after the other, close together since the area was small. The three dragons with passengers kneeled so we could dismount. I was ridiculously happy to have solid ground under my feet again.

      The dragon that had led us here roared low and growled.

      Maurice wriggled in my pocket, slowly moved the flap aside, and poked his head out. If a rat could look seasick, that would describe Maurice.

      The rat grunted low and then cocked his head, listening. “She says the chalice is in the cave.”

      I looked around but didn’t see a cave entrance. All around us were hoodoos and hills. The hill nearest us showed the remnants of a landslide.

      The dragon roared low again.

      “The cave is behind those rocks,” Maurice said and pointed toward the landslide.

      I didn’t know the fae lands—or many of the fae—but this place seemed pretty out of the way to also need a rock barrier to the cave with the chalice in it. But rocks there were. Big, freaking rocks that none of us could move without a tank and a length of strong chain.

      G-ma looked at Maurice. “Ask the dragons if they can help us move the rocks.”

      Maurice chattered. The lead dragon huffed and snorted.

      The rat shrugged. “She says they’ve done their bit and are going home. They do wish us good luck, though.”

      Great.
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      The lead dragon bellowed and all six rose into the air. They circled above us once, their great wings spread to glide on the winds, blocking the sun and throwing long shadows over us. They turned east and in moments were gone from our sight.

      Mom set her hand on my shoulder. “Can you move the rocks with magic?”

      I swung my head and looked at her. My mother was asking me to do magic?

      I probably would know how to do that if you hadn’t kept me away from magic practically all my life. “Not magic. I don’t know a spell or anything for that. But I can try with telekinesis.”

      Maurice wriggled in my pocket. “Make ‘em fly.”

      Yeah, easy for you to say, Maurice.

      I focused on a stone about the size of a volleyball that lay close to us. I was worn out and my head ached, but I focused on moving the stone away from the mouth of the cave. I didn’t need to make it fly, only roll, or even scoot over the dirt, which I thought would be easier.

      I focused my will on the rock and visualized it pulling away from its neighbors.

      Nothing. No movement. Not even a creak of rocks rubbing together.

      I refocused and tried again, seeing what I wanted to happen in my mind’s eye and tugging with all my mental strength.

      Maurice sighed loudly at my second failure.

      Something caught my eye. I stepped up close to the rocks, bent down, and checked to see if I was right.

      “Crap,” I said. “These rocks are mortared together.”

      G-ma hunkered down next to me and examined the rocks. “They sure are.”

      Which meant I’d have to summon up enough focus to move the entire thing as one. I didn’t think I had it in me right now to pull that off. I wasn’t sure I ever had it in me to move something that size and weight.

      Mom touched my arm. “Hold on. Let me take a look.”

      She came close and peered closely at the stones and boulders, up and down, side to side, and pushed at a few of them.

      “I think this is set up as some sort of lock,” she said. “Hopefully one that easily can be opened by someone knowing the key. Let me look a little more.”

      She climbed over the rocks to look at the slide from another side.

      G-ma leaned near to me and said low, “I hope you appreciate how clever your mother is.”

      “I do,” I said. “The two of you have impressed the hell out of me.”

      G-ma smiled. “We’ve been rather impressed with you as well. You’re definitely a Goodlight.”

      I blinked. “Was there some question?”

      G-ma shook her head. “None. Ever.”

      I started to ask G-ma about the real reason Mom and Dad had worked so hard to keep magic out of my life—I didn’t believe that Mom’s experiences growing up were the only reason—when Mom stopped examining the rocks and faced us.

      She swiped a stray strand of hair away from her face. “I think I’ve figured it out. At least I hope so. Oona, come here.”

      I picked my way across the slide of stones to where she was.

      Mom leaned to touch a specific stone. The rock, which looked like all the other black or white rocks to me, sat maybe a foot up from the ground. A layer of some sort of mortar so thin it was hard to see stuck that rock to the stones and boulders around it—just like all the rocks in the slide were fixed to their neighbors.

      “The rocks aren’t magically bound.” Mom sounded very sure of herself. “I don’t think they’re warded, either. Whoever set this up probably thought the location was so remote that it didn’t need magic to protect it. The perception that the rocks were mortared together and impossible to move was enough.”

      I looked down at the pocket where Maurice was. “Magic, or no?”

      The rat’s nose twitched. “Your mother’s right. No magic on the stones. But there’s magic inside the cave. Wards, probably. Maybe other things.”

      “So we can move the rocks without unleashing some terror?”

      The rat nodded. “Perfectly safe. Outside, at least.”

      “This one, Oona,” Mom said, touching again the rock she’d indicated before. Pull it out and everything will go with it.”

      I stared at the target rock a moment, sizing it up, and—honestly—sort of talking to it in my mind; telling it I was going to free it and I’d appreciate if it helped. I knew that was sort of crazy, but it seemed the right thing to do.

      Drawing in a breath, I focused on the rock, tugging it with my mind. It didn’t budge. I cleared my mind and tried again. The rock moved a little. Not much, but some. At least I thought it had.

      I clenched my hands into loose fists and tried a third time, seeing in my mind’s eye the rock coming free. A small creaking sound gave me confidence. I focused as hard as I could. The rock popped free and rolled away.

      And lay there. None of the other rocks moved.

      “Well, shit,” I muttered.

      Maurice wriggled in my pocket. “Put me on the ground.”

      I lifted him out and set him down, wondering what the rat was thinking.

      Maurice wriggled his nose, sniffing for something, and flicked his ears. “Yep. Wards inside. And traps. I’ll go disarm them.”

      He ran off before I could say, “Is that a good idea?” or “Be careful.”

      The rat scrambled up the stones to where the one rock had been dislodged, leaving a hole, and disappeared inside the cave. Mom, G-ma, and I looked at each other. There was nothing to do but wait.

      Streaks of dark purple were beginning to appear in the sky. The sun was moving slowly west and would soon disappear behind the tallest hoodoos. I pulled three bags of trail mix from my pocket and handed one to my mom and one to my grandmother.

      G-ma sat cross-legged on the ground and opened her bag. Mom and I joined her.

      “Where’d you learn to fight like that?” I glanced from Mom to G-ma.

      “My father taught me,” G-ma said.

      “The selkie?”

      “My father,” G-ma said, emphasizing the word to make the point that his being a selkie was far down the line in important things, as far as she was concerned, “was a student and a teacher of many arts, stick fighting among them.”

      “He taught me, too,” Mom said.

      So Mom’s magical upbringing wasn’t all practical jokes and embarrassments.

      I nodded, impressed. “I’d like to have known him.”

      “No reason why you can’t,” G-ma said, shaking out a portion of mixed nuts, raisins, M&Ms, and bits of date onto her hand. “He and my mother live on the Isle of Skye.”

      I did the math in my head. Cassie, I knew, had been born in 1905, which made her well over a hundred years old.

      G-ma peered at me. I felt the tickle inside my skull that meant she was reading my thoughts, though honestly, anyone paying attention could have seen what I was thinking written on my face.

      “Did you not know that, barring fatal accidents, the magical live long lives?” she said.

      “I knew.”

      I just had never considered that my great grandparents might still be alive.

      Maurice’s high-pitched rat laugh sounded from inside the cave. A moment later the rocks split more or less down the middle and the wall parted.

      Maurice stood just inside the cave entrance, a rattish grin on his face. “Whoever put this up liked puzzles.” He glanced at Mom. “You were right about the key to fit the lock, but probably wouldn’t have guessed that the second part of the key lay inside the cave.” He shifted his gaze back to me. “Lucky for us, properly opening the wall seems to have disarmed the wards. There’s no feel of magic around the entrance now. Come on in.”

      I was nearest to the cave entrance and went in first, followed closely by G-ma and then Mom. The opening was maybe ten feet high, but I ducked my head anyway. What was it about dark caves that makes us feel we have to duck to enter?

      The light inside was faint, only what filtered in from outside, and faded to pitch deeper back. Stalactites hung above our heads from a rough-hewn ceiling that was at least thirty feet high. I didn’t see any stalagmites, but we might as we went deeper inside. The bones of small animals lay here and there on the soft dirt just inside the cave mouth. Funny how the cave’s walls and ceiling were rough and rocky while the floor was as smooth as carpet.

      “Did you find the chalice?” I asked Maurice.

      “Not yet. I checked to the back to make sure all the wards were down and there weren’t any other magical traps, but didn’t see any chalice.”

      I gazed into the darkness. “So maybe it isn’t here? Maybe the dragons weren’t so grateful after all. Maybe they were part of a plot to bring us to the middle of nowhere and leave us here.”

      The rat shook his shoulders. “That’s a hell of a lot of maybes. Maybe the chalice is here and I couldn’t see it from the ground. I’m not as tall as you.”

      “We need light,” G-ma said.

      Dee knew how to conjure light. I didn’t.

      “I’ll do it,” Mom said.

      I turned to her, surprised. She stood just inside the entrance, backlit by the sun outside. I watched her mouth move as she muttered a spell and her hands move in an intricate pattern. A tiny spec of light formed between her moving hands, growing larger and brighter as she chanted. When the light ball was the size of a large orange floating between her hands, she stopped chanting. She flipped her right hand over palm up. The orb floated a few inches above her palm and cast a strong white light extending maybe eight or ten feet around us.

      G-ma had watched her daughter do magic with a tiny smile of pride on her face. In all, those two were getting along and cooperating better than I’d expected.

      “I’ll go first,” Mom said and walked deeper into the cave with strong, sure steps.

      We fell in behind her. Maurice scampered along by our feet.

      The air inside wasn’t too bad; I thought there must be vents to the outside, which was lucky for us. The only sounds were our steps and, after walking twenty minutes or so, G-ma’s breath started to come hard.

      “Do you need a short rest?” I asked her.

      “Don’t be cheeky, Oona.”

      She sped her step.

      I scooped up Maurice and set him in my pocket, then hustled to match her pace.

      Another five or so minutes later, Maurice poked one tiny, clawed finger into my thigh to get my attention.

      “Do you hear that?” he asked.

      I’d thought I was imagining the slithering sound twisting around us—first in front, then above, then behind, then in front again.

      “What do you think it is?”

      “Don’t know, but I don’t like it. I feel a new magic around us. One I didn’t feel before.”

      I nodded. “Me, too.”

      G-ma was near enough to hear our conversation. “I feel it, too. There’s something crooked about that magic. Something not right.”

      I strained to see beyond the bubble of light Mom’s orb provided, but there was nothing but inky darkness.

      Mom stopped suddenly and stood a moment, thinking, I guessed, then muttered spell words. The light ball floating above her hand grew brighter.

      A huge coiled snake, the upper third of its body rising up like a charmed cobra, took up most of the space in the center of the floor about ten feet in front of us. The snake was as big around as my rain barrel at home, and solid black except for red and yellow dots on its underbelly. Three human heads—two male and one female—rose from its trunk. Three faces stared at us with eyes that didn’t blink.

      For a moment, I stood frozen, trying hard to decide what to do.

      One of the male heads, a redhead with a bushy ginger beard, turned to the others. “What have we here, come sneaking into our abode?”

      The brown-skinned, black-haired female said, “Thieves, by the look of them.”

      The third male head, gray-skinned with white hair flowing down onto the snake body said, “Dinner, by the look of them.”

      “Run,” I said and turned.

      The snake was there, behind us. I spun and faced forward. The snake was in front.

      “It’s an illusion,” I said and stepped forward to walk through and prove it wasn’t there.

      The male heads smiled, and the female head laughed, a high, cold sound.

      “Come, little thief,” she said, the snake body writhing and stretching upwards to bring the three heads in line with mine. “Come see how much of an illusion we are.”

      I halted, stepped back, and reached for the knife on my belt. If it was an illusion, the knife would cut through it. If it wasn’t, at least I’d be armed.

      I unsnapped and lifted the sheath cover and took hold of the hilt. If the snake noticed or knew what I was doing, it didn’t show. I drew the knife free slowly and held it close to my body.

      A motion slightly behind me caught my attention. I glanced over my shoulder for a better view.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered furiously at my grandmother.

      “Getting ready to shift,” she said as she pulled off her pants and stood naked in the gloom.

      The air around her shimmered and a huge eagle stood where G-ma had been. The eagle took wing, driving straight toward the snake, and slammed into the gray-skinned male’s neck, tearing at the skin. The male screamed. The snake body shook, trying to sling the eagle away.

      So, not an illusion.

      I gripped my knife firmly and pounced forward. It was hard to focus on my target, the female head, with the snake writhing and the heads swinging from side to side on the stems of their necks. I watched for a moment, looking for the pattern in the movements, found it, and lunged. In the split second before the blade would touch flesh, the knife glowed with a yellow light. Dee had bespelled it, I realized. I should have known he wouldn’t gift me with a weapon and not make it as powerful as he could.

      Thanks, Dee.

      I made a series of quick swipes around the neck just below the skull. The bespelled knife cut through the snake flesh like a hot wire through soft cheese, but stuttered at the neck bones. Greenish yellow sludge spewed from the wound, splashing onto my skin and clothes. The sludge smelled like a cross between month-old garbage and a dozen rotten eggs. I was definitely throwing out my shirt and jeans when I got home.

      I knew what I had to do next, and geared myself up for the grisly task. The snake was still writhing, all three heads still swinging from side to side. I sucked in a breath, waited for the right moment, grabbed hold of the head atop the bleeding neck, and twisted. The head popped off in my hands with a sickening crack of bones. I dropped the head on the ground, struggling to not throw up, and wiped my hands and arms against my clothes, to get the muck off. All it did was smear. There wasn’t much time to worry about it. I swallowed down my revulsion and turned to see what needed doing next.

      G-ma, in her eagle form, still had her beak and talons into the gray-skinned male, tearing away big hunks of flesh while he screamed and the snake flailed its now two-headed body wildly from side to side, flinging the thick, greenish-yellow fluid in every direction.

      I focused on the other male head, the one with the long white hair. The snake body thrashed so wildly, it was hard to get a bead on the head to slash at the neck.

      “Maurice,” Mom called and tossed the light orb down to the rat. She whipped her stick in front of the snake body, hitting it hard enough that I heard the thwack, then grabbed a tight hold on each end and leaned into the writhing snake, holding it if not still, at least stiller. She’s short and had the snake more or less around its middle. I focused again on the stumpy neck and slashed through, turning my head this time to avoid the sickly colored sludge.

      “G-ma,” I yelled, to get her attention. “Move.”

      The eagle turned its eyes my way, then set the snake-beast loose, flew a short distance away, and landed behind and well-back from Mom and me. I lunged for the gray-skinned neck. G-ma had done most of the work, and my knife did the rest. I twisted the skull and the final head thudded into the dirt.

      Yellowish green fluid still geysered from the ragged holes where the heads had been. The snake writhed and shuddered, and then collapsed. Dirt and dust swirled in the air. Mom stumbled forward when the body she’d been leaning into fell, but caught her balance.

      I put a hand out to steady her. “Are you all right?”

      Her eyes were as big as twin full moons, as if she couldn’t believe what she’d seen and what she’d done. I could hardly believe it myself: Mom, G-ma, me—I wouldn’t have said we had it in us.

      “That was some good work, ladies,” G-ma said casually, back in her human form and sliding her T-shirt over her head to finish redressing. “Let’s find that damn chalice and get the hell out of here.”

      Maurice held up the light orb to Mom. “The sooner the better. This place sucks.”

      “Truer words,” Mom muttered as she crouched down and took the orb.

      “My bet is the chalice is near,” I said. “The snake was guarding it.”

      I strode off deeper into the cave, more than a little nervous about what we might find. More than amazed at this new side I’d seen of my mother and grandmother, and pretty grossed out at the snake-yuck starting to dry on my skin and clothes. I stopped as a thought struck me.

      I looked at Maurice, who had more knowledge of magical lore in his rat brain than any human I knew. “The snake blood. Can it hurt us? Burn our skins or drive us mad, anything like that?”

      Maurice shrugged his small shoulders and twitched his ears. “Not that I know of, but that snaky thing was a new one on me. So, once again, let’s get the chalice and get the fuck out of here before we find out.”

      Mom stepped up next to me, her orb casting light around us, and we moved forward again. The sides of the cave weren’t so rough now. They seemed more made of glass or plastic, something artificially formed rather than nature made. Niches broke up the smoothness here and there. There wasn’t any mathematical precision to them—they didn’t pierce the earth in regular intervals and weren’t of uniform depth. Some were shallow and others so deep that G-ma’s walking stick didn’t touch the back.

      The air was growing stale as we penetrated deeper into the cave. I was glad for the sounds of our breathing and footfalls that broke up the heavy silence. Grateful, too, that I didn’t hear any sounds other than the ones we made. Maybe the snake-thing was the only watchdog here. I hoped so.

      “Stop!” Maurice called out.

      I halted in mid-step and leaned back a little.

      “Rat vision,” he said. “I see better in the dark, beyond the light, than you humans. There’s something glowing up ahead. It’s high up, probably in one of those holes we’ve been seeing in the cave walls.”

      “Something dangerous?” Mom said, echoing my own worry.

      “Can’t say till we get there and see what it is,” Maurice said. “Just wanted you to know and look for it.”
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      We humans nodded and started forward again, moving even more cautiously. After maybe another five minutes walk, I spied the glow. It was high up on the wall—too high for me to reach. I nudged Mom, who was walking next to me. She followed my gaze to the glowing niche.

      G-ma must have spotted it, too. “If you give me a leg up, Oona, I might be able to reach it.”

      Something about the glowing niche made my fingers tingle. It was a weird response and I had no idea what it might mean.

      “Help me up,” G-ma said.

      It wasn’t danger I felt—more like anticipation.

      I linked my tingling fingers together to make a step for G-ma. She put one foot on my hands and a hand on my shoulder. When she’d gotten balanced, I raised her up as high as I could. G-ma was tall but thin and light, and I was strong. I lifted her high enough that she could see into the niche.

      “It’s deep,” she said, “and whatever is in there is far back. I’m not sure I can reach it.”

      “Try,” Mom said.

      G-ma shot her a harsh look—one that said ‘Did you think I wouldn’t try?’

      G-ma wasn’t heavy but still weighed enough that my hands and arms began to ache with the effort of holding her up.

      Something moved up my leg and I sucked in a breath.

      “Humans,” Maurice hissed as he scrambled past my ear and jumped onto G-ma. She yelped softly in surprise but kept her balance. I craned my neck and saw Maurice disappear inside the niche. Moments later he was back, standing on the lip of the hole.

      “It’s the chalice all right. I can’t move it though. Too heavy for me.”

      I lowered my arms until G-ma could jump down.

      “Okay,” I said. “Come down, Maurice, and I’ll see if I can move it.”

      The rat leaped out, soaring toward me. Thank goodness for hockey reflexes—I caught him without dropping him.

      “Nice catch,” he said. “The walls are too slick to get purchase. I woulda slid all the way down and landed with a hard thump. I knew you’d catch me.”

      “I’m glad your faith wasn’t misplaced.”

      “Yeah. Now, get on it, Oona. Get the chalice.”

      I set Maurice on the ground. I couldn’t see the chalice to know what it looked like, though. Every other time I’d used the power, I had a mental image of what I wanted to move. I didn’t know if a mental image was needed or not, but it could be. I’d seen the mental image of it in my dad’s mind, but couldn’t count on that for accuracy.

      “Maurice, what does it look like?”

      “Well, it’s bigger than I am but smaller than a sitting house cat. Made of crystal but not clear. The rainbow swirls through it. It’s rather lovely.”

      “Thanks.” I pictured the chalice using Maurice’s description. Crystal meant it might be breakable. I’d have to be gentle with the pull and make sure the cup didn’t fall on the ground and shatter.

      I closed my eyes and visualized the chalice raising a little from the floor of the niche and floating gently toward the lip of the hole and then out and down to my waiting hands.

      Mom gasped and my eyes flew open. The chalice moved toward my waiting hands like a falling feather. The cup was beautiful—maybe ten inches high with a bowl like a perfect half-oval, a long, thin stem with a bulge in the middle that flared to a base nearly as wide as the bowl. The colors swirling through it made me think of the sorts of colors you see in an oil slick—jewel-toned and ethereal. I felt bad that I’d be taking it in my snake-thing sludge-covered hands.

      The chalice landed upright in my cupped palms. I tightened my hands and pulled the chalice to my chest, cradling it there for safety until I was sure I had a firm hold on it.

      “Show it to us, Oona,” Maurice said.

      I took the stem in one hand and held it out for them to see. G-ma stretched out her hand and traced the Chalice’s shape with a finger.

      “Beautiful,” Mom said half under her breath.

      “Nice,” Maurice said. He clapped his front paws together. “Now, how do we get home?”

      “The same way we got to the darkling lands.” G-ma cast her gaze toward me. “Give your mother the chalice. It’ll fit in her backpack. Then we’ll join hands and get out of this place.”

      Mom carefully placed the crystal chalice in her gray canvas backpack. I hoped she had lots of cotton batting and cloth bandages in there, to cushion the chalice’s ride. I don’t know why I thought that. The thing had been recently stolen and hidden in the cave and survived that just fine. No reason to think it wouldn’t survive a quick, magical journey back to our world.

      Maurice scampered up my pant leg and settled himself in a pocket for the trip. We joined hands and G-ma pronounced her spell. I braced for the physical effects of the trip home. But nothing happened.

      We dropped hands and shifted position—as if that somehow might have a bearing on things—relinked hands and tried again. And didn’t go anywhere.

      “Maybe it’s the cave’s magic holding us back,” I said. “Maybe we should try outside.”

      The walk back didn’t seem as long as the trek in. When we passed the snake body and three decapitated heads, I shuddered.

      Five bulky shadows fell across the land just outside the cave’s entrance as we neared it.

      “The Watchers,” G-ma said softly.

      I already knew what cast the shadows. I could hear the Watchers in my mind, which was weird because I’d never been able to read non-humans before. I wasn’t reading them, I realized. They were broadcasting to me, purposely letting me—and maybe G-ma, who was also psychic—hear their discussion.

      Humans cannot leave the darkling lands. They must be stopped.

      Are they human only?

      We stood just inside the cave, me in the lead, G-ma and Mom just behind. The light beyond the cave had changed, dimming as the day wound towards an end. One of the stone Watchers slid toward us. It was hard to tell the difference between one Watcher and another, but I was pretty sure this was a new batch that we hadn’t seen before—and which hadn’t seen us.

      Nervous energy zinged through me. If they tried to stop us—how could we fight stone? I readied my will in case I need to fling them away, the same as I had the skeletons. I wondered how much each one weighed?

      One Watcher slid into the cave and inched close to me, almost like it wanted to catch my smell. I had to force myself not to instinctively lean away. It passed by Mom and then Grandmother. It seemed to have no interest in, maybe no awareness of, Maurice who sat calmly in my pocket. It didn’t seem to have an interest in the chalice in Mom’s backpack.

      I scent them, the watcher near us broadcast to the others, still letting me hear. There is magic about.

      Fae magic? broadcast another Watcher.

      Fae enough, broadcast the one that had examined us.

      Let them pass. We will not trouble them.

      The Watcher that had entered the cave glided back out and stopped a few feet beyond the cave’s mouth.

      My heart pounded. Did they not know we had the chalice, or did they know and not care? Maybe their only job was to ensure that any full humans who found their way into the darkling lands never left again. What they brought in or took out was of no concern to them.

      Mother, Grandmother, and I kept our eyes on the stone figures as we cautiously left the cave, emerging into the evening light.

      “Let’s go home,” I said softly.

      I kept my eyes on the Watchers as G-ma and Mom joined hands with me to make a circle. G-ma intoned her spell. My gaze never left the Watchers until a sudden flash of bright blue light made me shut my eyes. A crack like a sonic boom blasted in my ears.

      My eyes flew open at the sound. We stood in my parlor.
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      Still standing in the parlor, I pulled out my phone and called Dee, to let him know I was back, safe and sound. He didn’t answer. That was disappointing. I left a voice message and asked him to call when he could.

      My mom and grandmother were bustling around my kitchen making tea and sandwiches and blowing off the tension they’d built up while we were in the darkling lands. Their voices rolled from the room.

      Mom: “I don’t mind saying, I was frightened when the skeletons showed up. On dragons.”

      G-ma, giggling slightly: “I about shit my britches.”

      Mom, laughing: “The look on your face!”

      G-ma: “Our Oona stepped up though, didn’t she?”

      Mom, thoughtfully: “She certainly did.”

      G-ma, also thoughtfully: “You can’t keep her birthright from her much longer, Katrina. Blood will out. If she doesn’t express the fullness of her magic, it will destroy her. You know what it did to Audrey.”

      My skin prickled. Audrey, my great-great-grandmother, was the first Goodlight to show magic. The family story was that she didn’t know how to handle it and it made her sick. So sick she nearly died. G-ma’s words were a heavy warning to my mom. And to me. Don’t suppress your magic.

      “I know,” Mom said. “She’s ready now.”

      I tsked my tongue against my teeth, thinking—and made up my mind.

      Striding into the kitchen, I said, “So why am I ready now, and wasn’t before.”

      Mom sucked in a breath. G-ma raised her eyebrows at my mom.

      “Ooooo. You’re caught now, Katrina.” G-ma said.

      Mom pulled out a chair and sat, then nodded for me to sit as well, which I did.

      “Honestly,” Mom said slowly, “I didn’t think you could handle the magic.”

      The words stung like a slap in the face.

      “Ouch,” I said.

      “People deal with psychic abilities in different ways,” Mom said. “Your grandmother had her way and you—you dealt with it by not dealing with it. By pushing away friends who got too close, denying your abilities wherever and however you could, and by hiding away. As a result, you were always emotionally young for your age. Your dad and I thought—well, I thought and he went along with it—that the best thing we could do for you was to not give you the extra pressure of magic on top of everything else, to give you as ordin an upbringing as possible.”

      I had to admit she had a point. I’d felt, growing up, that I was always a year or so behind my peers in everything, from the music I liked to discovering an interest in boys. And I did push people away. One of the things that I loved about my various hockey teams over the years was they provided a social life without intruding on my privacy.

      “So what changed?” I asked.

      “You did,” Mom said. “You’ve come into your own this last year or so.”

      I cocked my head. “Since I began actively using my talents and learning more magic.”

      G-ma laughed once. “Oooh. That was pointed.”

      “Yes,” Mom said, ignoring her mother’s comment. “And I see now that I was wrong not to teach you myself. That in trying to protect you, I held you back even more.”

      Her regret poured off her like water. She’d done what she thought was best for me, even if I hadn’t been given any choice in it and didn’t agree. I guessed that being the parent of an empathic, psychic, magical daughter probably wasn’t the easiest thing in the world, but I couldn’t help but dig in the needle just the tiniest bit.

      “Good thing, then, that I met Diego, who trusted and believed in me.”

      Mom winced, then nodded. “Yes.”

      I stood. “Okay. Thanks for telling me.” I took the two steps needed to bring me next to her, bent, and hugged her. “So we’ll go forward from here.” I straightened up. “But right now I want to get this nasty snake-juice off of me.”

      G-ma laughed again. “You certainly got the worst of it.”

      “In so many ways,” I said, and headed upstairs.

      It felt good to strip off my snake sludge-ruined clothes and throw them in the trash bin. It felt good to know my mom now trusted and respected me. A long, hot shower was going to feel great.
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        * * *

      

      Diego showed up at my house in the morning with coffee and pastries from Tea Leaf and Coffee Bean. He set the Styrofoam cups and a bag on the coffee table, grabbed me and hugged me tight to his chest. I read his vibe like it was words on a page: he’d been worried about me going off to the darkling lands without him and was glad I was home safe.

      Dee had always had this thing about protecting me, even though he knew I was perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I had, in fact, protected and saved him a time a two. Now that I was used to his Knight Errant ways and knew neither of us needed to prove anything to the other, I found it rather sweet.

      He turned me loose and settled on the sofa. “So—tell me all about it.”

      I told him about the darkling lands, the watchers, the three-headed snake, and recovering the chalice. Dee sipped at his coffee and ate a cinnamon roll while I talked. I told him about my mom finally explaining why she’d tried so hard to give me an ordin life.

      When I’d finished, he set down his coffee and whistled low. “Been an eventful couple of days for you. Where’s the chalice now?”

      “Here,” I said, glad actually that he didn’t want to talk about my parents and the way they’d raised me. “Upstairs in the box with the blade.”

      Dee steepled his fingers and rested his chin on the platform of his thumbs. “Are we going to turn them over to Modis?”

      “You’re hesitant, too,” I said, hearing it in his voice.

      He shrugged. “I think we might want to talk to The Gate before we turn them over to anyone.”

      That seemed sensible.
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      Jack showed up at my house the next morning while Dee and I were finishing breakfast.

      “Coffee?” I offered as I led the magic policeman down the hall toward the kitchen at the back of the house.

      “No.” He added, “Thank you,” almost as an afterthought.

      On the outside, Jack looked his usual, calm, self-contained self. His vibe, though, was all jitters and expectations. I felt his nervousness as if it were my own, but couldn’t pick out the cause—Dee and me going to visit The Gate? Jack’s own responsibility as a cop to find Hugo’s murderer? Maybe he worried we’d get in his way. Maybe he worried we’d figure it out first. That wouldn’t look good to his boss or The Magic Council.

      Dee stood when we came into the kitchen and the two men shook hands.

      I’d have thought them closer than their greeting indicated, given how hard Jack had worked to find and free Dee and The Gate when Gil had abducted them. I would have said they were ‘bro hugs’ friends if someone had asked. Evidently, they were mere handshake friends—today, at least. And Jack a little reticent to do even that.

      Jack was a cop first and a human second, but he’d broken some of his own rules to help rescue the two wizards. Maybe that explained his reticence now. Dee and I weren’t constrained by the rules the way Jack was. Maybe he worried we’d talk him into compromising his ethics or something. Not that we would. Not unless it was necessary.

      “How have you been?” Dee picked up his coffee cup, took it to the sink and rinsed it.

      “Fine,” Jack said. “A lot going on. The Gate is expecting you.”

      “Then we’d best get going,” I said.

      Jack nodded and muttered spell words under his breath. There was that quick whoosh that comes when you’re being beamed somewhere, my ears popped, and then Dee and I were standing inside The Gate’s cell in the magic police station.

      Jack’s vibe grew antsier. I almost smiled when I got it: he’d snuck us past McGowan’s eyes by bringing us straight into The Gate’s cell. Not the way Jack was supposed to do it, but the way he’d chosen to, whatever his reasons. Jack, being Jack, could decide to thwart his boss, but he wouldn’t be comfortable with it. He stood by the door, his arms crossed over his chest.

      The Gate, sitting on the twin bed in his white-walled cell, looked up and beamed at me. His brow furrowed when he turned his gaze to Dee. He stood and held out his arms as if offering an embrace.

      “Diego. How are you?”

      The men embraced briefly. The Gate resettled on the bed. Dee moved one of the wooden chairs tucked up on the table for me. He took the other himself. Jack again stood by the door. The same two books from the other day and a clear plastic carafe of water and a green plastic tumbler sat on the table.

      “Getting along,” Dee answered The Gate. “Coming to grips.”

      The Gate sighed. “You found what you were searching for, I assume, or you wouldn’t be back.”

      “We did. It’s safe.”

      Jack leaned forward. “What were you looking for, Diego?” He took a step toward us. “The blade stolen from Hugo Bernard?”

      I hid my surprise pretty well, I thought. I’d assumed Jack knew Mom, G-ma, and I were tasked with finding the chalice, and that Drake and Dee were sent to find and recover the blade. Evidently, he hadn’t known, which was interesting.

      And made me wonder if Modis had gone to The Council at all. The formality should have been The Council first, who would either approve or not approve whomever Modis wanted on the hunt. If Modis had no one in particular in mind, The Magic Council would assign hunters.

      The Council was unlikely to have named Diego and certainly not me as their champions. What I suspected now was that Modis had chosen us itself, bypassing The Magic Council altogether. That had to mean something, but I wasn’t quite sure what.

      The Gate fixed Jack with a bland expression. “We more or less agreed to let you hear everything that passes between us. We didn’t agree to explain.”

      Jack leaned back against the door and re-crossed his arms. “The agreement is now expanded to include explanations and answers to any questions I ask.”

      A big silence filled the room.

      “Why not?” The Gate said finally and grinned.

      I covered my smile with my hand. The Gate never gave in so easily unless he was getting exactly what he’d wanted in the first place.

      The older wizard shifted his gaze to me. “Please, have a seat. We have much to discuss.”

      I settled in the chair.

      “Oh, and Oona,” Jack said from by the door. “Don’t pull your mind-reading act. I brought you two here. I expect to hear everything that transpires.”

      “Of course, Officer Schneider.”

      Jack glared a moment and then half rolled his eyes. I didn’t hide the smile that caused.

      “Let’s start with the chalice and the blade,” Jack said.

      Dee and The Gate both turned their attention to me.

      “It starts with a smoke-being chasing my parents into my house.”

      I went on to tell how Modis tasked my mother and me with finding the stolen chalice. How Drake and Dee were asked to find the stolen blade. How someone, somewhere wanted those two items in hopes that stealing them would get the fairies and the humans to blame each other and start a war between them. How Hugo Bernard was the Keeper of the blade and was killed when it was stolen—killed in a particularly brutal way, though Jack already knew that part. That the stolen items had now been recovered and Modis had requested that we turn them over to it, but that we hadn’t so far.

      “Why are you holding on to them?” Jack asked.

      I half shrugged and shook my head. “We just got back yesterday. There hasn’t been time to notify Modis.”

      Jack, The Gate, and I shifted our gazes to Dee.

      “The blade is safe.”

      “Good,” Jack and The Gate said at the same moment.

      The Gate kept his eyes on Jack. “I’ve tasked these two,” he waved generally in our direction, “with finding who killed Hugo. We go back a long ways together, Hugo and me. I’m sure you’ve heard the story of our breach. We both suffered a loss when his wife and children left.” The Gate’s eyes narrowed and his voice turned rough. “Hugo should not have died the way he did. I want to know who did it. I will have justice for my friend.”

      Jack’s gaze hardened. “Finding the killer is our job. Leave it to the magic police. We’re good at what we do.”

      “Yes, yes,” The Gate said impatiently. “So good that the magic police have me tucked away here in a cell with a murder charge next to my name.”

      “Sean McGowan believes the evidence against you is compelling.”

      “What evidence?” I asked.

      Jack glanced at me. “The Gate was seen leaving Hugo’s house shortly before the body was discovered.”

      My gaze flicked to The Gate who only lifted one shoulder in a small shrug that could have meant anything. I sent my sense out toward him. His vibe was consciously guarded. For whatever reason, he didn’t want me feeling his emotions.

      “The evidence is mere hearsay,” he said, his focus on Jack. “Sean McGowan is a horse’s ass. If you believed the charge, you never would have brought Oona and Diego straight here, bypassing your boss.”

      Jack uncrossed his arms. “I keep an open mind.”

      “Good.” The Gate smiled. “I’m sure you will also keep an open mind about the help Diego and Oona can give you in this search.”

      Jack crossed his arms again. “There is no search. We have our killer.”

      “Jack,” Dee said, but was cut off by harsh glares from both men.

      The energy traveling between the two men made my shoulders ride up and my stomach cramp. I could see the watery haze, like heat off a hot road, of the magic each man put behind his words—magic that pushed and shoved at the other, Jack and The Gate battling for dominance and control.

      “If you already have your man,” The Gate said, “then there’s no need for you to be kept abreast of the useless and time-wasting search my two friends will conduct.”

      “I would be interested in hearing what they learn,” Jack said. “Open mind and all. So here’s the deal: I will bring Diego and Oona to you occasionally. They will report to me daily on what they are doing and what they have learned.”

      “And you’ll return the favor of information,” Dee cut in.

      Jack considered it. “As I’m able.”

      I wasn’t happy with the deal they were making. Dee seemed okay with it, as long as we got something in return, but I chafed against feeling like a bargaining chip. I chafed against feeling that Jack was getting more than he was giving. But if he stayed out of our way and offered help when he could—it’d be worth it.

      The magical push and shove between Jack and The Gate stopped. The Gate clapped his hands.

      “Done,” he said. “So long as the daily debriefings take place here, with me.”

      Jack frowned. The more often he snuck us into The Gate’s cell, the more chance he’d get caught at it. McGowan surely wouldn’t be pleased at that.

      “Done,” Jack said.

      “Not done,” I said.
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      The three men in the room all turned to look at me. I looked straight at The Gate.

      “In return for finding Hugo’s killer, I want you to promise here and now that as soon as the murderer has been brought to justice you will teach me how to build a magic screen to filter out other people’s emotions and physical sensations. I want you to teach me to build a screen I can control, so I can feel or not feel as I choose.”

      As an empath, I was under nearly constant bombardment from the emotions and physical pains of people around me. I’d lived with it for as long as I could remember and I was damn tired of it. I liked being able to slip into people’s minds, but too often their thoughts rang in my head if I wanted to know them or not. But I didn’t want the abilities completely masked. There were times when it was good or useful to know what others felt and thought. I wanted to keep the best and jettison the rest. I didn’t think it was too much to ask.

      Silence fell in the room. I felt Jack’s worry that if I refused to help, Diego would too and the true killer would never be found. I felt Dee’s sudden upwelling of pleasure at my demand. I felt The Gate’s conflicting desire not to be pushed into doing something he didn’t want to do—though I couldn’t tell why he didn’t want to help me—and his need for me to use my skills and abilities to do what he wanted.

      The Gate grinned. “Of course.”
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        * * *

      

      The excitement thrilling my nerves over The Gate’s agreement to finally—finally—teach me how to filter out the unwanted thoughts and feelings of other people dissipated when I thought about all we had to accomplish before that could happen.

      My excitement melted clean away when I thought about the chalice and blade sitting in a wooden box in my bedroom closet. And Modis.

      Jack had beamed Diego and me back to Dee’s house. The beer Dee had pulled out of the refrigerator for me sat untouched on the kitchen table. His was down only a few swallows’ full.

      “Say it, Oona,” Dee said. “I can’t read your mind.”

      That almost made me laugh.

      “I know that my mom wants us to turn the chalice and blade over to Modis, but every sense I have is telling me it’s a bad idea,” I said.

      “Bad how?”

      The fingers of my left hand were entwined with his, our joined hands resting on the tabletop. I drummed my right-hand fingers on my thigh. “I don’t know. I can’t get a fix on the reason, but every time I think about calling Modis to come get them, my stomach knots up.”

      Dee thought that over. In the year we’d been together, he’d come to trust my intuition almost as much as I did.

      “Do you have the sense that the smoke-beasts at your mother’s house and Modis are connected?” he said.

      “Do you?” Because while Dee wasn’t psychic, he was perceptive.

      “It crossed my mind,” he said.

      It had crossed mine, too. I turned Dee’s hand loose, centered myself and felt the smoke-beasts and Modis side-by-side. They were similar beings. They were after the same thing, though Modis, as guardian for the Keepers, had an understandable reason. The smoke-beasts? Who knows why they were after the chalice and blade. Whatever their reason, I didn’t think it was to preserve harmony between the humans and the fairies.

      I shook my head. “I don’t feel a connection between Modis and the beasts.”

      Dee took a sip of beer. “Do the artifacts have some power on their own? Could the smoke-beasts have been after them for a totally different reason than why Modis wants them?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve held both the artifacts and didn’t sense any special magic in them.” I thought about it some more. “But there are all kinds of magic. They could be imbued with something I’m not familiar with and can’t feel. Fairy magic. Or something the dwarves who made them put in. Or not. I don’t know.”

      Dee grinned. “Hell of a lot of good you are.”

      I punched his shoulder and laughed.

      Dee sobered. “Let’s keep the artifacts a while.”

      “I’d like to talk to The Gate more about them,” I said.

      “We can do that tomorrow.”

      “Jack is supposed to fetch us from my house,” I said. “Do you want to call and have him meet us here?” A thought struck me. “Does he have to physically be with us to beam us to The Gate? Can he do it from wherever he happens to be?”

      Dee didn’t answer any of my questions, only pulled his phone from his pocket to make the call.

      I moved to the living room and sat on the surprisingly comfortable, in spite of having very crisp, modern lines, couch in the living room and thought about what we should do with the chalice and the blade if we didn’t give them to Modis. We couldn’t keep them, obviously. They needed to be with whoever was chosen to be the new guardians. Who decided that?

      And what about the third sacred item, the one meant to restore harmony if things went sideways? Was that guardian also in mortal danger? Should the two recovered items go to him (I knew it was a him because Modis had said, ‘He doesn’t to be known) for safekeeping until new guardians were chosen, or would having all three artifacts in one place put Keeper number three in more danger?

      Dee came around the corner from the kitchen into the living room.

      Jack was right behind him.
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      I greeted the magic policeman with a polite, “Hello,” acting not at all nonplused that he’d beamed himself into Dee’s house. Sometimes I surprise myself with my gift for feigned nonchalance.

      Jack cleared his throat. “McGowan has released The Gate. As far as I know, he’s at home now.”

      “Really?” I said. “Why?”

      Jack shrugged. “The witness who claimed she saw him at Hugo’s has recanted. She’s no longer sure it was The Gate she saw. Since the evidence against him is dissolving, McGowan couldn’t justify holding him any longer.”

      Dee ran his hand through his hair. “Do you believe that?”

      Jack walked over to the refrigerator, helped himself to a Tecate, and came back to the living room. “I hardly ever believe McGowan. Thanks for the beer, by the way.”

      “You’re welcome,” Dee said.

      Jack popped the top on the can and took a deep swig. “Okay. I’m off.”

      The air shimmered and the policeman was gone. He took the beer with him.

      I turned to Dee. “Was that weird?”

      He nodded. “Very. Not like Jack at all.”

      “Does he usually just pop into your house like that?”

      “Never.”

      I pushed my hair away from my face with one hand. “What do you think is going on? Why does he want us to know where The Gate is? And why come in person? He could have phoned.”

      “I have no idea.”

      I wondered about Jack for another moment. The man was a cipher—one who clearly had his own agenda.

      “So, we’re off to see The Gate?” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Dee knocked on the midnight-blue door of The Gate’s apartment. I let my eyes go lazy, focusing on nothing in particular. The glow of protective runes not only surrounded the door, but stretched down the hallway, shielding the two apartments The Gate rented to ordins, and what had been Gil’s apartment. Still protecting it, though Gil would never step into it again. That said something.

      I rolled my shoulders to loosen the tension of being in this building where both The Gate and Gil had lived above Merlin Tattoo. Where Gil had worked. Where Gil had inked Dee and me with each other’s sign.

      I’d felt the moments when Gil flitted through Dee’s mind—how could we be back here for the first time since it all happened and he not think of his brother? He’d not held onto the thoughts. This place was just a building to him, which made sense. My memories of Gil were mostly centered here, the good memories at least. Dee had a lifetime of memories of his brother and nearly half a lifetime’s worth of The Gate. His emotions weren’t tied to a building, but to the people.

      “Diego! Oona!” The Gate called through the solid wood door. “Come in.”

      Dee turned the knob, opened the door, and we entered.

      The Gate and Bridget, the sea witch, were seated on his bright yellow couch that, like all his furniture, looked as though it had been bought new in the 1950s but remarkably hadn’t worn in the years since. The two looked up as we walked in. Bridget pushed a strand of white-blonde hair away from her face and smiled a greeting.

      The Gate, wearing blue jeans, a button-up pale blue shirt, and tan leather slippers, looked quite relaxed for a man recently freed after several days in lockup. Bridget wore all black—a black, lightweight, V-necked sweater, a single strand of black pearls around her neck, black jeans that hugged her athletic frame, and black leather flats. All that black served to highlight her pale, pale skin, pale hair, and strikingly pretty face.

      The first time I’d met Bridget was when she, along with The Gate, had divined that a messenger would come to my house and I shouldn’t let it in. She’d left out that the messenger would be a reanimated crow corpse that would totally creep me out. She’d been right about the message’s importance, though.

      The Gate’s divining stars lay scattered on the top of the teardrop-shaped coffee table.

      “How did you know who it was?” I asked.

      The Gate chuckled. “Who would it be but the two of you?” He patted the spot beside him on the couch in invitation for us to sit.

      Diego moved a chair over to sit on the other side of the coffee table from the pair. He liked to look straight on at anyone he was talking to.

      I sat next to The Gate. He leaned forward, gathered up the stars, and put them back in their pouch.

      “What did the stars say?” I asked.

      “That you two were on your way over.”

      Maybe that was true, maybe it wasn’t. It was often hard to tell with The Gate.

      “McGowan cut you loose,” Dee said.

      “You must have seen Jack,” the older wizard said. “Not enough evidence to keep holding me, the witness who claimed to have seen me leaving Hugo’s house shortly before his body was discovered amazingly recanted, or so McGowan claimed. You never know with him, though.” He leaned forward and dropped his voice low, but I heard the chuckle in it. “McGowan may have nefarious intent.”

      Dee cleared his throat. “What were you really divining for?”

      Bridget laughed softly and crossed her black-jeans-clad legs. Her laugh was like gently tumbling waves.

      The Gate sighed. “The name and face of Hugo’s killer, and where he or she is at this moment. We failed, though. The killer isn’t on this plane.”

      “And likely not human,” Bridget added.

      A chill ran through me, a chill that said Bridget was right—we weren’t looking for a human killer.

      “Which doesn’t change my charge to you,” The Gate said, glancing between Dee and me. “Find it. Take care of it.”

      “We’ll try to find the killer,” I said, resisting the urge to say, You want it gone, you can do your own dirty work.

      The Gate regarded me with a level gaze.

      “Cui bono?” Bridget said.

      Okay, I hadn’t expected a sea witch to use Latin, but she was right—who benefited if humans and the fairies went to war? Humans who benefit from chaos, of course—arms dealers, politicians, the media, leaders who would rise as either for or against the war and the enemy.

      Who benefitted among the fairies? Maybe someone wanting to wrest power from the current queen.

      Who outside of humans and fairies? Anyone who wanted power, I supposed. Someone who thought they could pick up the pieces once the humans and fairies had destroyed each other. Or several someones, a cabal.

      The Gate turned and looked at me. “Finding Hugo’s killer isn’t about revenge, Oona.” He shrugged. “Not solely about revenge.”

      I nodded. “I know. It’s about stopping the war. But we’ve recovered the artifacts. All we have to do is hand them back to their new Keepers and the threat goes away.”

      “I don’t know that the threat automatically vanishes,” The Gate said. “Ask Bridget.”

      “I’m neither human nor fairy,” Bridget said, “but if I were to guess, I’d say the fairies won’t settle for simply having their chalice returned. They will want the killer. They will want to mete out fairy justice. So long as the fairies believe the killer was human, which they do now, there can’t be peace.”

      Fairy justice. Which Elgin, the fairy warrior described as slow, painful, and always fatal. Fairy justice, which was meted out to Gil Adair.

      The Gate suddenly laughed. Startled, I stared at him.

      “I do believe you thought I was asking you and Diego to kill this thieving murderer yourselves. And, of course, in a way I am. The killer must be given to the fairies, and you know what they will do. But you mustn’t think that blood will be on your hands. It won’t be. The killer spilled its own blood the moment it decided to carry out this plan.”

      Was that supposed to make me feel better?

      The Gate evidently thought there was only one killer, since he didn’t say killer or killers, to be handed over to the fairies. Or maybe he was only concerned with the chalice and the murdered fairy. Maybe he didn’t fear that the human magicals would be willing to start a war over Hugo’s death. Maybe he knew they wouldn’t.

      Dee had been quiet through much of this conversation. He shifted in his chair and said, “You’ve divined that the killer isn’t on the Earth plane. Can you divine what plane it is on?”

      “We can try,” Bridget said.

      Bridget had used tea leaves in her divining before, but today she pulled a bag made of some sort of animal skin from her pocket and poured a dozen or so small seashells, each one no bigger than the top joint of my little finger, of various colors and patterns onto the coffee table. Both she and The Gate peered at them but neither said anything. The Gate had already stowed his divining stars in their bag. He shook that bag, loosened the drawstring that held it closed and poured the stars onto the table near where the shells lay.

      Both peered at the patterns the shells and stars had made but neither spoke. Nerves jangled through my body. Were the omens so bad that they didn’t want to tell us?

      Bridget blew out a long breath. “The creature you seek travels between many planes, the Earth plane, the fae lands, the brume, and others. We can tell you that the being is now in the fae land but is not fairy or fae. Neither the shells nor the stars can see more than that.”

      “It’s not much to go on,” Dee said, echoing my own thoughts.

      The Gate huffed. “It’s nothing to go on, except that this is an exceptionally dangerous foe, one who can move between planes the way we might cross a street, and remain unseen when it chooses.”

      I crossed my arms over my belly and hunched into myself. An invisible killer that could travel between worlds. Great.

      Bridget glanced at Dee and then at me. “The shells say more death is coming.”

      “Whose death?” Dee asked. “Tell us who and we’ll protect them.”

      The sea witch gathered up the shells and shook them between her hands. She muttered under her breath sounds that seemed less like words and more like water crashing against rocks. She threw the shells onto the coffee table and sucked in a breath.

      Dee leaned forward. “Whose death, Bridget?”

      Her face hardened. “Mine.”
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      “We can keep you safe,” Dee said firmly.

      I shook my head. “Not in the ocean we can’t.”

      A silence set in as we all contemplated that reality. Bridget was a sea witch. The ocean was her home and natural environment. She could spend time on land and look like a normal human, but she had to return to the sea periodically or die.

      The Gate fixed me with a strong stare. “But you might be able to, Oona. You carry the blood of the selkies in your veins. A seal could watch over Bridget in the water.”

      Heat spread through my chest. “I can’t transform.”

      The Gate cocked an eyebrow. “No? Are you sure?”

      I nodded. I seemed to have inherited psychic abilities from my ancestors, but that was it.

      But I knew someone who could change whenever she wanted, to whatever she wanted. I kept the thought to myself. I couldn’t speak for or make promises for my grandmother. I could ask, though. I would ask her. It would be her choice to take to the water and protect the sea witch or not.
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        * * *

      

      On the drive to my house, I told Dee what I was thinking about protecting Bridget in the ocean.

      “When we were in the darkling lands, I saw my grandmother transform into an eagle. Before that, at my mother’s, G-ma made herself into a tiny dog and then into a chimpanzee.”

      Dee chuckled to himself. Not at the idea of shifting into animal form, I knew, but at G-ma’s choice of animals.

      I shrugged. “Supposedly she can transform into any animal she chooses. So she could be a seal or a fish or a dolphin, or whatever, and stay close to Bridget and fight off anything that attacked her.”

      Dee rubbed the side of his face, thinking. “But would your grandmother be willing? It was one thing to go with you and your mother after the chalice. It’s something else again to ask her to go alone to protect Bridget, a total stranger.”

      “There must be permanent sea creatures who’d be willing to help as well. Magical sharks or barracuda or something,” I said. “Maybe they could rotate watches.”

      “If there are, I never heard about them,” Dee said. “You should have asked Bridget while we were with her.”

      He was right, but I’d fastened on the idea of G-ma helping and gotten stuck there. I should have thought further. I should have asked Bridget what protections she had in the sea. On land, The Gate would look out for her. But maybe I was assuming again. The Gate pretty much did what he wanted, the rest of the world be damned.

      “The Gate has a phone,” I said. “We could call and ask now.”

      I expected Dee to flip on the Bluetooth in his car and call right then and there. He didn’t. Instead, he said, “When we get to your house.”

      Okay. Probably he had reasons.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed my mother.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said. “Do you have a phone number for G-ma?”

      “Hello, Oona,” my mother said. “I’m well, thank you. And how are you?”

      I half rolled my eyes. As much as my mother could be bottom-line when she needed to be, she always wanted the niceties from me before getting to the reason for anything other than an emergency call. Her penchant had been driving me crazy for years.

      I started over. “Hi, Mom. It’s Oona, your daughter, and only child. How are you and Father doing? I hope you are both well. I am fine. Do you by any chance have a phone number for grandmother? I’d like to speak to her.”

      Mom laughed. “I do. I’ll text it to you.”

      “Thanks.”

      I glanced at Dee. He was giving me a look.

      “How’s Drake doing?” I said and pressed the speaker button so he could hear, too.

      “Remarkably well from what he says,” Mom said. “Diego hasn’t spoken with him?”

      “Not yet today, Dr. Goodlight,” Dee said.

      “I’m sure he’d like to hear from you,” Mom said in that way she had of telling people what she thought they ought to do. “And it’s Katrina, Diego.”

      That cheered my heart. Mom only used a person’s first name if she liked them. She only offered her first name if she really liked them. And this was the second time she’d told Dee to call her by her given name.

      “Thanks, Katrina,” he said and flashed a quick grin.

      I hung up and said, “She didn’t want to like you, you know. Didn’t like the idea of her daughter dating a wizard with a reputation for womanizing. You’ve won her over.”

      He looked stunned. “Womanizing?”

      If we’d been standing, I probably would have put my hands on my hips in a gesture of disbelief. “Do you not know what a reputation you have?”

      He turned his attention back to the road, looking for a parking space now that we were near my house. “I guess not.”
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      “Oona,” Dee said, a note of concern in his voice, as I took down the wards on my house and we went inside, “I like women. Women seem to like me. But there hasn’t been anyone but you since we met.”

      I hung my purse on the peg in the foyer. “I know that.”

      “Yeah. Psychic. You’d know if I was lusting for someone else.”

      I turned and put my hands on his shoulders. “That’s true. But I don’t need to be psychic to know I have your full attention, any more than you need to be psychic to know you have mine. Have you for even a moment wondered if I might be losing interest or straying away from you? Did it ever cross your mind while you were away that I might meet someone I liked better?”

      “No.”

      “Now see, that answer could come from a man who’s so full of himself he can’t imagine any woman not falling at his feet in total blind devotion, or it could come from a man who feels secure in the relationship.”

      “Blind devotion sounds nice,” he said with a smile. “I could live with that.”

      “Ha. You’d be bored inside of a week.”

      His smile increased. “Maybe. But, you know, if you wanted to fall down and worship at my feet—”

      I pinched my lips together and punched his shoulder, which was really the only appropriate response.

      He rubbed his shoulder and sighed quite dramatically. “Well then, if you’re absolutely sure— I suppose I can stay with you the way you are.”

      I took his hand. “And me with you, Diego.”

      We did a few long moments of gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes and then started to giggle at the same moment at the terrible seriousness of it all.

      I let go of his hand and turned away, walking toward the kitchen. “Tea? Beer?”

      “Whiskey,” he said.

      I looked back over my shoulder. “Things get a tad too intense there for a moment?”

      “Just right. But a little goes a long ways.”

      A red-hot romantic, that man. Yeah. No.

      I poured two fingers of Bushmills for him and went upstairs to call G-ma.

      She answered on the third ring. I told her about the sea witch and her divination that her life was in danger from whoever had killed Hugo Bernard and the fairy guardian.

      “So I wondered,” I said, “if you could transform into a seal or shark or something to protect Bridget while she’s in the ocean.”

      G-ma was quiet and I felt her thinking. Felt her hesitation, too.

      “I could do it, of course,” she said, “but wouldn’t you rather handle this yourself?”

      I sat heavily on the bed. “I’m not a shapeshifter.”

      “That you know of,” G-ma said. “It’s in your DNA. You might try and see what happens.”

      My hand seemed to lose strength. I felt the phone slipping and forced my hand to tighten around it. “I wouldn’t even know how to begin trying.”

      Another silence. I felt her mind turning, considering options.

      “I have a little time tonight,” G-ma said. “Shall I come by and see what I can teach you in an evening?”

      It was my turn to hesitate. I wasn’t sure which made me more nervous—the possibility of being a shapeshifter or the finality of knowing I wasn’t.

      G-ma ignored my hesitant silence. “I’ll be at your house around eight if that suits you.”

      “That’ll be fine,” I said and we rang off.

      When I went back downstairs, Dee had moved himself and his whiskey into the parlor and settled on the sofa. He looked up when I walked in.

      I drew in a breath. “My grandmother says I can do it. I can change, I mean. Shapeshift. She says it's in my DNA.”

      Dee blinked and then stared at me.

      “I know, I know,” I said. “It’s weirding me out. First the telekinesis. Now maybe shapeshifting. I hardly know myself anymore.”

      “A woman of many talents,” he said, and held up his glass in a silent toast.

      Most people probably don’t feel frustration in their toes, but I do. I rubbed one foot on top of the other, trying to wipe the feeling away. “My parents should have told me. They should have trained me.”

      “But they didn’t,” Dee said. “So you start from now and deal with what comes.” He paused. “When we met, you couldn’t cast a spell to save your life. You didn’t know anything about other planes, other worlds, other kinds of beings. But you learned. You learned and you triumphed. If it turns out you’re a shifter, mazel tov. One more thing for your bag of tricks.”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “You always see the bright side.”

      “There’s not really a good alternative.” He patted the spot next to him on the sofa. “We have a couple of hours before your grandmother gets here. If you want to sit around moping and moaning because you maybe have too many gifts, go ahead. But frankly, I can think of much more pleasant ways to spend that time.”

      I liked the idea but said, “What I’d really like to do is learn how to cast invisibility on myself.”

      Dee smiled. “We could do both.”
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        * * *

      

      Dee was in the shower and I was toweling my hair dry when G-ma knocked at my door.

      She kind of glowed with anticipation as she slid by me into the house. I wasn’t sure if the glow was real or the way I was perceiving her emotion.

      “I do hope Diego is here and that radiance in your mind is the result of some recent and excellent sex,” she said and gave me a quick hug.

      I blinked, stunned. “You know, it’s very weird to have your grandmother talk about your sex life.”

      It was also weird to have someone see into me the way I saw into others.

      G-ma laughed. “Not when I’ve come to help you learn to shapeshift and sex is one of the best ways for a wizard to up her personal power.”

      I shrugged. Dee had told me about sex magic right after we’d become lovers, and it was a pretty pleasant way to juice up one’s powers. It was also something I wasn’t going to discuss with my G-ma.

      “Where is Diego?” she asked.

      “Upstairs. He’ll be down soon.”

      “Good,” she said. “We’ll wait for him. Whether the shift works or not, it will be good for you to have him there for emotional support.”

      G-ma might be as blunt as a hammer but she wasn’t wrong.

      “Can I get you anything?” I said, being hospitable.

      “Yes,” she said. “A large pitcher of ice water, if you have it. We’ll need very cold water.”

      Lucky then that I kept a pitcher of water in the fridge. I got up to fetch it.

      “Three glasses,” she called behind me.

      I came back with the pitcher and three glasses on a tray, set them on the coffee table, and filled two of the glasses.

      “Why do we need cold water?” I asked.

      G-ma lifted one of the glasses to her lips and drank. She smiled at me over the rim. “In case we get thirsty.”

      For a moment, I was annoyed with her sending me off for busy work until I realized she was keeping me occupied so I wouldn’t think too hard about why she was here and what my success or failure at shapeshifting might mean.

      I lifted my glass and held it out for a toast. We clinked glasses just as Dee came into the parlor.

      “Did I miss anything?” He walked over and gave G-ma a quick hug, which surprised me.

      G-ma laughed. “You wondering when and how Diego and I know each other so well that he would hug me.”

      I nodded. “He’s not really the “hug-a-stranger” type.” I looked up at Dee. “You’re not.”

      He hiked one shoulder in admission.

      “We met at your mother’s, when Diego brought in Drake. We spent time together while Katrina did her healing magic, and took to each other right away.”

      Well, that was interesting. And pleasing.

      “Sit with Oona,” G-ma told him, “and we’ll begin.”

      Nerves shot through me. As soon as Dee sat, I took his hand and squeezed. He squeezed back with a lot less force than I’d used.

      “Now, Oona,” she said, “I know you’ve seen and met werebeings at your mother’s clinic. You may also have met other shifters.”

      I nodded.

      “Goodlights are not shifters like a were. We aren’t limited to one animal form. As far as I know, we can become any animal we choose. I’ve been birds, dogs, and cats of all sizes and ferocities, rodents, spiders, sea mammals, fish, you name it. Now, it is possible that the trait wasn’t handed down to you. Your mother couldn’t shift to an animal form if her life depended on it. It’s also possible that the ability skipped a generation and you’ll shift as easily as I do. There’s only one way to find out. We must unlock you.”

      My mouth went dry. I lifted my glass and drank deeply.

      “How do you ‘unlock’ someone?” Dee asked.

      She smiled. “How would you do it, Diego?”

      “With a spell.”

      G-ma bent her head in acknowledgment. “And so would I.” She turned to me. “Are you ready?”

      Spells were painless. The results could hurt, say, a wind spell that blew someone into a wall or the like. But spells, at least the ones I’d cast on myself or had cast on me, were so pain-free you only knew they’d been cast by the results. So why was I so apprehensive?

      I nodded.

      “You’ll have to undress if you want to become something larger than yourself,” G-ma said.

      “How about I try for something small?” I said. “A rat?”

      G-ma snorted. “A rat is fine. Okay. Here we go.”

      The cadence of the spell she began to mutter was odd—like reggae music, with its own beat. She traced a design in the air with the fingers of her right hand. Dee stiffened next to me and his gaze flicked back and forth between G-ma and me. I felt worry in him, which kicked up my own nerves a notch. I felt him gathering his energy and will. If Dee was worried, shouldn’t I be, too?

      I slipped into his mind to find out what worried him.

      G-ma might have read his mind or read mine, or just noticed how big my eyes had suddenly gotten. She ended the chant and laid her free hand over mine.

      “No need to worry,” she said. “The spell is targeted to shifting. If there are other latent abilities in you, they won’t be triggered and set loose.” She lifted her hand away but kept her eyes focused on me. “Shifting is like any other magic, it’s all about using your life force and will to shape what you want to happen. Relax and yet focus on what you wish to be. See the rat you want to be in your mind. See yourself flowing into its shape.”

      It seemed a little silly to imagine myself as a rat, but I did it. I felt the warmth of fur and the acute hearing of large ears, the feel of air on my whiskers, the scent of food in the kitchen.

      Dee’s eyes were suddenly huge and as round as dinner plates. I had to tilt my head back to see his face, which was odd. G-ma clapped her hands. Too loud. I sat on my haunches and covered my ears with my paws.

      “How do I change back?” I said, but my voice came out as squeaks. My heart beat fast. My mouth went dry. How the hell do I change back?

      It had to be the same but reversed. At least I hoped so.

      I thought of myself in my human body. The change was instantaneous. I even slid back into my shirt and shorts and popped back as a full-clothed human. Dee’s eyes were still wide and his mouth hung slightly open. I laughed.

      “That was incredible,” I said.

      G-ma grinned and huffed in satisfaction. “I knew you had it in you, Oona. I never doubted. Honestly, I’m surprised you never accidentally discovered your ability, given that you shifted the first time you tried.”

      “I want to try something else,” I said. “A bird. I want to fly.”

      I thought of myself as a canary, small and yellow, with black eyes and a tan beak, and willed myself to become that.

      I spread my wings and hopped off the couch to take flight.

      And fell on the floor. I shook my small body head-to-tail, shaking off the surprise, disappointment, and ache in my left wing.

      Dee reached down and gently picked me up. I stood on his outstretched palm and flapped my wings. When I felt I had control, I made a little hop and rose into the air. I flew around the room, laughing and whooping—all of which came out as tiny chirps.

      I landed back on the couch and thought myself back into Oona. Flying had moved me away from my clothes and I was naked. Dee grinned. I slit my eyes at him and kept my back to G-ma as I hustled my shorts and shirt back on.

      “What you have become once,” G-ma said behind me, “is ingrained in you. All you need do to be it again is want it.”

      I adjusted my shirt and turned to her. “So now I can be a rat or a canary just by—”

      “Just by deciding to be it,” she said. “Since your goal is to protect the sea witch in the ocean, you’ll probably need to get in the ocean and work on becoming the animals you’ll want to be there.”

      I rubbed my hands over my face, all the joy and fun of transforming gone in the instant of remembering the purpose.
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      Dee convinced me not to immediately race down to the water and work on shifting to all things aquatic.

      First thing the next morning, we headed down to the beach so I could exercise my new ability. And work on casting the invisibility spell, which Dee was teaching me. It took a few tries, but I finally got it right.

      I waded into the ocean and dove under the first good-sized wave that came my way, getting completely wet. I swam out until I couldn’t touch bottom. A small group of corbina passed by under my feet. I pictured myself as one of them, all gray with a white underbelly, flipping my dark tail to glide through the water, just above the sand.

      But a corbina wasn’t going to be able to protect the sea witch. I needed to be something bigger—something meaner.

      I wasn’t sure if the invisibility spell held when I shifted. I swam out to deeper waters, past the surfers but not so far out that the pleasure boaters would spot me and pictured myself as a Great White shark.

      Being a predator felt different. All my senses were on alert. I tracked every smell, keenly felt the water’s movement, and stared unblinkingly through the swirl of salt and sand for prey. Fish scattered at my approach. So, not invisible in a shifted form.

      I swam toward shore, shifting back to human when I came near to a group of surfers bobbing on the surface, waiting for the next good wave. I came up next to a surfer on an old-school longboard and treaded water next to him. He made no sign that he saw me.

      As a test, I put my hands on his board. The board tipped slightly at my weight. The surfer looked surprised and re-balanced himself but clearly didn’t see me. I was invisible in human form. Good to know

      I came out of the water, shook myself off, sidled up next to Dee and started putting my clothes on. He turned his head and smiled. Shorts and a shirt moving by themselves and then disappearing as they came under the invisibility spell seemed to amuse him.

      “Ready to be seen again?” he said.

      I looked around. No one was looking our way.

      “Sure.”

      Dee undid the spell. “How was it?”

      “Amazing. I tried out a fish and a Great White. Being a predator is a whole different experience.”

      We walked the rest of the way to my house in silence. I couldn’t stop thinking about how it had felt to be the shark. The ocean was my element and the Great White an apex predator. The power of that had surged through me. It was heady stuff. I could stand feeling like that all the time.

      “You know what we need to do now,” Dee said, startling me from my revelry. “Tell Bridget we can protect her on land or in the water.”
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        * * *

      

      Bridget looked pale. She sat quietly on The Gate’s couch, her arms wrapped across her stomach, and barely acknowledged Dee and me when we came in.

      The Gate looked a little pale himself.

      “She needs to get back in her element,” he said. “I’ve insisted she stay with me, where I can offer her protection, but it’s been too long. She’s starting to waste away. Soon she’ll be too weak to sit up.”

      “She can go to the ocean,” I said. “I’ll go with her and keep her safe.”

      Bridget made a small, shallow, but hopeful sound.

      The Gate tilted his head and looked at me. “Has our fierce lamb learned to swim?”

      I nodded, remembering again the feeling of power, of rightness, that surged in me when I was a shark. “Yeah. Like a fish.”

      “Shifter?”

      “Into anything I like, evidently. I was a Great White shark this morning. I can stay in the water with Bridget and make sure whatever is hunting her has no chance of bagging its prey.”

      “Good. We’ll drive down. Bridget hasn’t the strength to walk even a few blocks.”

      “You’ve been giving her your energy,” Dee said to The Gate.

      The Gate nodded.

      That was why he looked pale and tired himself.

      “Come on,” Dee said and bent to help Bridget up.

      She leaned on him all the way to the door, down the stairs, and out to the street and into the car. I felt him pushing his energy and magic into her, propping her up, giving her strength. She looked much better by the time we reached the sand and started across it to the water.

      “Time to make you two invisible,” Dee said when we reached the water. He muttered the spell. This wasn’t the first time I’d watched a companion disappear, but I hadn’t seen it so often that it didn’t faze me. I blinked when Bridget vanished and felt that sudden tightening in my stomach that comes from seeing something the rational mind says is wrong. It was strange to know I’d vanished from sight as well. I stripped off my clothes and waded into the water.

      Once Bridget was in the water, she became visible to me. Her face was the same, though her pained expression was fading. Her long pale hair floated around her head like silk ribbons. She kept her human form but in her natural element moved smoothly through the water like a fish or a dolphin. I was so entranced watching her that I forgot to shift until my human lungs started burning.

      I shifted into a corbina, holding off on the Great White form until we were beyond where the waves started breaking, in deeper waters, and wouldn’t frighten the surfers and swimmers. Though maybe that would be a good thing if it got everyone out of the water.

      I was still considering becoming a shark when I caught sight of a half dozen or so black shapes moving off to my left. As a corbina, I couldn’t turn my head to look; I had to turn my whole body to see full on what had alerted me in my peripheral vision.

      Divers. In wet suits but no tanks. Masks on their faces making their eyes and nose look distorted. Spear guns in two of the divers’ hands. Two other divers with some other sort of long tube with a trigger. I had no idea what that might be.

      What were divers doing so close to shore? We were barely beyond where above us waves were cresting. They must be coming back from some kind of free-dive since they didn’t have tanks or even snorkels.

      They’d seen Bridget though and were heading straight toward her. I shifted to my shark form and swam toward them. I was twice the length of their tallest man. I came at them fast, to scare them off.

      They kept coming though, moving purposefully toward Bridget. Every time she changed direction, the divers did too. I put my shark body between her and the divers and rammed toward them. The diver in the lead fired a spear at me. I barely managed to dodge it, then had to half-turn my body around to make sure the spear hadn’t hit Bridget. Being a shark had advantages but also drawbacks.

      Another spear zoomed through the water. The sharp tip grazed my white belly, drawing blood. I screamed in shock at the pain. The sight of my open maw and all those very impressive teeth seemed to give the divers pause. They all stopped, waving their arms back and forth in the water to hold themselves in place.

      Despite the pain, I pressed my advantage, swimming toward them, my maw wide, projecting my best I will eat you if you don’t back off vibe.

      The divers spread out, swimming around both sides and above me, focused on Bridget. I picked a diver to my right and rammed him, sending him spinning through the water. I picked another diver and swam toward him.

      The water around us began to churn. Sand and shells, small crabs and clams spun around us, Bridget working her sea witch magic, controlling the ocean. The divers rolled and tumbled in the turbulent water.

      I rolled and tumbled along with them, as affected by the churn as they were, struggling to right myself.

      A diver managed to aim the tube he carried at me. I barely registered the small flash of light that sent a large net speeding through the water. I tried to dodge the net, but it wrapped around me as if it had eyes. The more I thrashed trying to throw it off, the tighter the net closed.

      There was magic in the net. I felt the tingle of it all over my skin. The tingle grew hot as I tried to free myself, the net biting into my flesh.

      The ocean instantly calmed and Bridget was suddenly next to me, her hands tearing at the net, trying to pull it off me. I saw a diver aim his spear gun at her. I thrashed, trying to get my body between Bridget and the diver. The spear flew through the water, striking her in the chest. Blood gushed from her wound, a red plume floating out of her body and dissipating in the water.

      I screamed and thrashed wildly within the net but couldn’t get free. I had to get free. Had to save Bridget if she was still alive and kill all the divers if she wasn’t.

      The only thing I could think to do to get free of the net was to shift to a corbina again. A corbina was much, much smaller than a Great White. Not small enough to slip through the holes between the grid of the rope, though. There was a bit of an opening at the back of the net large enough to escape through. I’d have to be fast. Shift and swim for the opening and make it out before the diver could close it down.

      I shifted. And spun as fast as I could in a body I wasn’t that familiar with. The net that barely enclosed me as a twelve-foot shark seemed huge as a thirteen-inch fish. I swam with all the speed I could muster.

      The diver had watched my transformation calmly, not seeming the least bit surprised to see a shark turn into a small fish. As I swam toward the back of the net, he made a quick hand movement. The net closed around my smaller body as tightly as it had around my larger one.

      Shift again, I told myself. A net drawn tight around a corbina-sized body would surely tear with something the size of a large shark in it. Except there was magic in this net. Magic everywhere in the water. And when I tried to shift, nothing happened.

      Bridget’s body floated above me, rising slowly toward the surface. Not one of the divers paid any attention to her. Was it their mission to kill the sea witch and now that it was done their work was finished?

      The divers gathered in a loose group and began swimming parallel to the shore. The diver who’d caught the Great White now tied a knot in the net holding the little corbina. He tied the net to his weight belt, taking me with him.

      Why not set the little fish free? What point was there in keeping me in the net and taking me with them?

      A hard, dark thought hit me. What if it wasn’t Bridget they were after? What if they were just getting her out of the way?

      What if the true target was me?
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      I had time to think about the question as the divers swam toward wherever they were headed. Why would anyone go to all this trouble to capture me? The only answer I could come up with was to get their grubby little hands on the chalice and the blade.

      Except that hardly anyone knew I’d been involved in retrieving the chalice and Dee with getting the blade and could draw the reasonable conclusion that I had one or both or knew where they were.

      I couldn’t see The Gate going to all this trouble to get them, and I couldn’t at all see him putting Bridget in jeopardy. There was only one answer that made sense. Except that the answer made no sense at all.

      We’d reached our destination, to judge by the divers standing and walking through the last of the surf up toward a beach. The diver who held the net had kept it in the water, which let me keep breathing. But we were going to run out of water soon.

      The diver walked out of the water onto the beach. I gasped and struggled for breath now that we were out of the ocean.

      “I’m going to dump you on the sand,” the diver said, holding the net up so he and I were eye level. “If I were you, I’d shift to human in a hurry.”

      He undid the knot at the top of the net and turned it over. I fell through the air and landed with a thump on the wet sand at the shoreline, still gasping for air.

      I shifted and pulled to my feet as quickly as I could, to get a sense of what I was up against. We were in a narrow, sandy cove. Ragged, brown hills surrounded the cove on three sides. I had no idea where I was and couldn’t see a trail or road or any way out of the cove.

      The divers seemed pretty unconcerned that I might run back into the water, shift back to shark and simply swim away from them. They were stripping off their wetsuits and toweling dry with towels evidently left here for them. The divers were male and young enough to still look a little androgynous. A pile of clothes lay in the sand. Each man sorted through and found his own. No one seemed to care that I was shivering in the sudden cold or that I was naked. They paid practically no attention to me at all.

      I ran for the water.

      And hadn’t gotten a full step when something invisible fell over me and I couldn’t move.

      The diver who’d held me in his net in the water now walked around in front of me on the sand. “Stupid girl. Did you think we’d let someone like you have the chance to run or work any magic on us? You can’t escape, so best you give up all those ideas right now. Nod if you understand.”

      I wasn’t sure I could nod. I was halted in mid-step. I tried though and found my head was moveable, even if none of the rest of me was.

      “Good,” he said and raised his hand high as if signaling to someone a distance away. Someone who watched and waited.

      The spell fell away and I could move again.

      “Here,” the diver said and handed me a large towel.

      I took it without comment and dried myself off, then wrapped the towel around me.

      The sound of small rocks and gravel tumbling down the hillside caught my attention. I turned and stared at the hill where the soil had crumbled and a ragged opening appeared. The door-like opening was lit from behind and seemed to stretch a long way back. A woman stepped out. No, not a woman. Not really. And not someone I was all that surprised to see.

      “Modis,” I said. “You went through a lot of trouble to get me here.”

      Modis stepped out of the opening and onto the narrow, crescent-shaped beach. It wore a dark green caftan that almost completely hid its body, and the feminized face it had worn at my house the morning it’d first appeared to my parents and me. Modis carried some neatly folded fabric in its arms, something dark blue and gauzy.

      “For you,” it said, thrusting the fabric toward me. “You’ll be more comfortable dressed. Humans, I’ve noticed, often feel awkward without clothing to armor them against the elements—and the eyes of others.”

      I held the towel closed around me with one hand and took the clothes with the other. A shirt and pants. Dark blue and gauzy but not see-through which was good since Modis hadn’t included a bra or underwear. I dropped the towel and put on the clothes—the divers be damned.

      The fit was a little big but close enough. I did feel more comfortable and less vulnerable.

      “Please,” Modis said smiling broadly, “come inside.”

      Said the spider to the fly.

      Modis stepped back into the opening. I followed it into a deep cave in the hillside.

      The rugged hill, I saw now, wasn’t a hill at all but a hollow construction. Magic pinged at my senses. It was all around us but seemed to be concentrated in a tube I saw above us. I yelped when we started to rise in that tube of magical energy, zinging toward the top of the hill, which I could see solidly above us.

      We didn’t slow or stop as we approached. I instinctively ducked my head when we were about to hit.

      The hilltop opened and we emerged in a large living room with a huge wall of glass that showed the ocean and sky outside. I shot my gaze down to the beach. The divers were climbing into a boat, evidently set to go back out to deep water. For a split second, we hovered in the air. Then my feet touched a solid, hardwood floor.

      Modis gestured to a long—maybe ten-foot—black, linen couch that faced the glass wall. “Please.”

      Other than the couch, the room was empty. No painting or photographs broke the long expanses of white walls. Modis’ dark green caftan, the deep blue of the clothes I wore, and the black couch were the only bits of color in the room.

      I sat on the couch, close to one end. Modis sat more toward the middle, a good four feet away from me. Distance was good.

      Modis sighed deeply but didn’t speak. It relaxed into the couch and watched the view beyond the glass. Two brown pelicans flew past.

      “Why have you brought me here?” I asked, breaking the silence.

      Modis turned its head slowly toward me. “I wanted to thank you in person for recovering the chalice.”

      “You know where I live. You could have come to my house to thank me.”

      Modis nodded slightly. “True. True. But this way I don’t have to worry about the rules of hospitality.”

      I swallowed hard. Among the magical, the rule was a guest could not attack his or her host unless the host attacked first. Breaking the rule would get you ostracized from the community at the least and your magic stripped away. It could earn you a long stint in jail, or execution if you’d severely hurt or killed your guest. It wasn’t a rule to break lightly, and so Modis hadn’t—a precaution it wouldn’t have to take if it only had good intentions.

      “Did you bring me here to harm me?” I asked.

      Modis waved a hand in the air. “No. Nothing like that. I would like you to stay a while, as my guest, and talk with me about the chalice and the blade. Where are they now?”

      My mind spun. I couldn’t say they were with anyone who’d been involved with the hunt. I didn’t want Modis to snatch my mother, grandmother, Diego, or his friend, Drake. I couldn’t say the items were with The Gate and put him in a vulnerable spot.

      Then I had it.

      “I gave them to Bridget, the sea witch, for safe keeping. She clouded my eyes so I couldn’t see exactly what she did with them. I think she might have handed them off to some selkies.”

      Modis frowned. “You were instructed to bring them to me.”

      I’d already thought about the eventuality of this question and had my excuse ready. I cast my gaze down, as if embarrassed. “I lost the device you gave me to call you. Having Bridget hide the artifacts until I could figure out a way to get in touch with you seemed wise in light of my mother’s house being invaded by some sort of smoke-shifters who wanted the chalice and the blade.”

      If Modis was surprised by this information, it didn’t show.

      “In that light, it seems a wise decision,” it said. “Where are the artifacts now?”

      “We could ask Bridget, but your divers killed her,” I said calmly though an angry heat was burning inside me.

      Modis looked down at its lap. “I know. I’m sorry about that. The one who is responsible will be severely punished.”

      “He should be,” I said. “Because now, the only person who knew where the artifacts are can’t tell us.”

      “If she was, indeed,” Modis said slowly, “the only one who knew. If she gave them to some selkies, it shouldn’t be hard to find out which ones. There aren’t that many.”

      Had my lie just put the selkies in danger? A change of subject seemed like a good idea right about now.

      “Have new Keepers been named?”

      “Not yet,” it said. “I’m responsible for safeguarding the artifacts until they can be given to their new Keepers.”

      I nodded. My psychic talents didn’t extend to mind reading non-humans, but Modis was clearly full of shit.

      “Has there been any progress on discovering who killed Hugo Bernard and the fairy guardian?” I asked.

      “The Gate has been released,” Modis said. “As I’m sure you know.”

      As the guardian of the Keepers, it made sense that Modis would keep track of any and all efforts to find the killer or killers.

      “Yes. I spoke with him this morning.”

      “But your police may yet find the evidence they need to convict him.”

      “Or to find who really did it,” I said, ignoring the implied threat.

      Modis’s eyes narrowed. “Did you give him the artifacts?”

      I acted surprised. “No. I gave them to Bridget. She hid them in the ocean, to keep them safe.”

      “Hmmm,” Modis said, and smiled again. A cold smile. One that made me feel a bit like a rabbit caught in a trap. Modis didn’t believe for a second that I’d given the artifacts to Bridget.

      I stood. “I thank you for your hospitality, but people are waiting for my return. They’ll be worrying about me. There are those waiting for Bridget’s return. They have to be told what happened.”

      Modis waved a hand idly in the air. “I would prefer you stayed.”

      My heart was thumping in overdrive. It wasn’t going to let me leave. I sat down again, questions running wild through my head. The only way to get answers was to ask straight out.

      “Why do you want me to stay?”

      “You interest me. I believe you know more than you are saying about the artifacts.”

      It wasn’t wrong about that. I wasn’t sure if Modis would let me leave. There was only one way to find out.

      “I don’t though,” I said, moving toward what seemed like the logical place for the house’s front door to be. “I don’t know anything more than what I’ve told you.”

      The frizz of magic hit my skin immediately. I hesitated, then took another step forward. Magic like a wall of sparks coalesced in front of me. Another step or two and the magic would attack. I wasn’t going to win that battle.

      Modis said, “You can’t truly believe I would think for a moment that your lover hasn’t told you what he’s done with the blade. Perhaps even given it to you, to be kept alongside the chalice. Or perhaps you gave both items to him, and he has them now.”

      I turned back to face Modis.

      “Who killed Hugo and the fairy guardian? Was it your people?”

      Modis shrugged. “We aren’t ‘people.’ Not in the way you understand it.”

      Nicely skirting the question.

      “Did you kill Hugo yourself?”

      Modis’s eyes opened wide. “I was his protector.”

      I gave a skeptical laugh. “You didn’t do a very good job protecting him or the fairy Keeper, did you?”

      Modis frowned and nodded.

      There was something false about that frown—all fake chagrin and sorrow. My hands itched to have my drawing pencils in them and paper in front of me. Often when something tickled at the back of my mind but I couldn’t bring it into words, I’d draw, letting my subconscious tell me what my conscious couldn’t quite. I didn’t have pencil and paper, so I did the other thing that sometimes helped: I started talking without thinking.

      “You seem very competent to me, Modis. It took planning to follow Bridget and me in the ocean, catch me, and bring me here. You’re good at what you do. How was it that you let two people under your care get killed?”

      Modis frowned again, but this frown had more to do with anger than shame.

      I kept talking. “Maybe you’re not so good at what you do. Maybe you have an overseer who planned my abduction. That makes more sense. You were pretty much a failure at your prime responsibility—watching out for and over the Keepers. Making sure they and the chalice and blade were safe. Thinking about it, I can’t believe you could have been nimble enough to catch me in the ocean when I’d only yesterday learned to shift.” I paused and caught Modis in my gaze. “Who’s your overlord? That’s who I should be talking to, not you.”

      Modis’s eyes had gone flat and its body had stiffened while I rambled on.

      “If I were you,” Modis said slowly, “I’d sit down and at least act civilized and companionable.”

      I huffed a breath, then sat again in the same place at the end of the couch.

      “Better,” Modis said. “Now, we talk.”

      “Only if it’s truth for truth,” I said. “If you think you’re going to conduct a one-way interrogation, forget it. I’m good at staying silent.“

      “I believe that,” Modis said. “I watched you and the wizard Adair for a while before selecting you to lead your respective hunts. I have a pretty good assessment for your talents and your character.”

      Stalked by smokies. That was pretty creepy. That neither Diego nor I had noticed was worrisome.

      “You have the advantage on me, then,” I said. “I know nothing about your talents or character.” I paused. “You, or someone you employ, or perhaps your boss, can cast a mean ward though. I’d never make it to the front door, would I?”

      “No,” Modis said.

      I bit my bottom lip. “How long do you expect I will be your ‘guest’?’”

      “That’s wholly up to you. The sooner you give me truthful answers, the sooner you will go home.” Modis leaned back and relaxed into the soft fabric of the couch. “Where are the chalice and the blade?”

      I sighed. “Wherever Bridget or the selkies put them.”

      Modis closed its eyes, as if tired. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Believe me or not,” I said. “Look, you stalked Diego and me. You must have realized I’m ridiculously honest.”

      Its eyes still closed, Modis laughed. It was a sour sound, one with only the darkest of humor in it..

      It opened its eyes. “You? Honest? No. You were tasked with finding the artifacts and returning them to me. You did only the first part and are now making up stories about the second.” Modis fixed me in its gaze. “You are a liar and a thief.”

      I blinked, taken aback. Technically, Modis was right. Liar and thief. Not how I saw myself at all.

      “Then we have things in common,” I said. “You’re lying about what happened to the artifacts in the first place. How else would you have known the chalice was in the darkling land and that the blade was on the Earth plane?”

      “I was told,” Modis said. “By my superiors and my own location senses. My senses are rarely wrong. My superiors’ never are.”

      I smirked. “Really? If your location senses are so good, it seems you would know exactly where the items were. Your own companions could have fetched them back. There would be no reason to send anyone on a hunt. Either your senses aren’t as good as you claim or you are outright lying.”

      Modis sighed. “We will never get anywhere if all we are going to do is accuse each other of crimes.”

      I steadied my gaze on its face. “Murder is a serious crime.”

      “Are you accusing me?”

      Was I? I had earlier—just thrown it out, giving voice to thoughts. Was I truly accusing Modis now or was this simply random words popping out of my mouth just to keep talking?

      “Yes,” I said. “I am.”
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      Modis pressed its lips together, then sighed. “Humans. So blind to nuance. Killing your enemies is no crime. Humans bestow awards and medals for those who murder in the name of war and peace. The fairies are worse, of course. No shades of gray at all.”

      Nerves jangled up my breastbone. “What are you saying, Modis? That you did kill Hugo Bernard and the fairy Keeper?”

      Modis sighed again. “It gave me no pleasure.”

      Everything clicked into place.

      “You killed the Keepers, stole the chalice and blade and hid them. But why send us to find and recover them?”

      “My role as guardian is well known,” Modis said. “I had to make a good show of trying to retrieve them. I hoped you wouldn’t succeed but, my superiors, those who chose you, chose too well.”

      That was probably the most backhanded compliment of my life.

      “I miscalculated your honesty,” Modis said. “I believed you would return the items to me. Then I would arrange quick deaths for all who had been involved in or knew about the hunts and would hide away the artifacts. I would plant more seeds of discontent among the humans and the fairies. Both groups are quick to anger and hate. It wouldn’t be long until war broke out.”

      I struggled to keep my voice calm. “You were going to kill me, my family, and Diego, his family and everyone living at the compound, and Drake and whoever he was connected to?”

      Modis nodded. “That, too, would have given me no pleasure.”

      “Why? What are you after?”

      “Inciting the war, of course. A war between humans and fairies will weaken both sides. My kind will surge into the power and magic gap. We will gain both human and fairy worlds for our own, with humans and fairies to serve us. As architect of the plan, I will assume the top leadership role in the new reality.”

      Modis’s hands were like excited birds, gesturing wildly as it spoke. “If the artifacts are returned and new Keepers named, no war. You can see why those items must be handed over to me.”

      Its hands froze in mid-movement and its eyes went flat. “Don’t bother saying the sea witch had them and you don’t know where they are. I believe you know exactly where they are. I believe they are with the wizard, Adair. Shall we call him and ask him to deliver them here?”

      I turned my hands palms up. I was surprised that they weren’t shaking. “I don’t have my phone.”

      “No problem,” Modis said. It reached into the pocket of the dark green caftan it was wearing and produced a phone.

      “Diego might not have his phone on or with him,” I said, stalling while I tried to think.

      “He’ll have his phone with him and on. He’s waiting to hear from you once you return from your swim with the sea witch.” Modis held the phone out to me. “Shall we call him now?”

      I turned my hands up again in a gesture of helplessness. “I don’t know his number. It’s programmed in to my phone. Nobody memorizes phone numbers these days. I barely know my own.”

      “Such a pity,” Modis said. “Trading you for the artifacts was your one chance at living. If you can’t help me get them back, there’s no reason to keep you alive and several reasons to make you dead.”

      It reached again into a pocket of its caftan and pulled out a hunting knife. My heart thumped and my throat went dry. I glanced wildly around the room looking for anything that could be used as a weapon. There was nothing. All I had was maybe some spells that might slow down or stop Modis, or might not. Sometimes spells worked on non-humans and sometimes they didn’t. I wouldn’t know until I tried.

      I did have one I knew worked—if I got it right, which was iffy. I chanted softly and as fast as I could to get it done. Modis knew I was trying magic of some sort and lunged toward me with the knife. I jumped up from the couch and ran, still chanting.

      A roar from Modis told me the spell had worked. I glanced down at my body. Yes. Invisible.

      Then Modis laughed. “I can hear you. And I can smell you. And there’s nowhere for you to go. You have two choices: remember the wizard’s phone number or get ready to die. You choose.”

      I stood as still as I could. Modis put its nose in the air like a dog and loudly sniffed. I held my breath and watched, trying to figure out exactly how accurate its nose was. Modis sniffed again and looked in the general area where I was but didn’t seem to home in on my exact spot.

      I moved to the left, slowly and quietly. Being barefoot was an advantage. With each tiny step, I watched Modis’s face but saw no change of expression.

      “What’s it going to be, Oona?” Modis said, its eyes firmly on the place it had last seen me, not where I was now.

      I shifted closer to Modis, a plan starting to form in my mind.

      “I have heard,” Modis said, sniffing again and shifting slightly toward where I now stood, “that being stabbed is unpleasant. You have no doubt figured out that the house is warded against escape. Give me the number and I will promise you a quick, clean death.”

      I’d come around behind Modis while it spoke. It held the hunting knife firmly in its right hand. There’d be no second chance.

      I’d learned something about Modis, here in the house with it. It didn’t like not being answered. It felt a need to fill the void silence left. I stood behind the couch, maybe four feet back, and waited until Modis again felt the need to hurl words into the void.

      Modis chuckled. “What are you thinking, Oona? That you will sneak down the stairs? That you will open a window and fly out? Oh, yes, I know you are a shifter and have a bird form. But that—“

      I leaped over the back of the couch, knocking Modis forward with the weight of my body. I slammed my right fist down on its wrist as hard as I could. The knife flew from its hand and clattered on the hardwood floor.

      I was quick, but so was Modis. It spun, tossing me to its side. I landed on the couch and jumped away. Modis dove for the knife but it was closer to me than to it. I kicked the handle hard with the side of my foot—soccer style. The knife skittered across the floor, away from us.

      But kicking the knife told Modis where I was. It reached out, found my leg, grabbed and pulled. I fell face-first on the floor. The thump of my landing told Modis exactly where I’d fallen and lay sprawled.

      Modis dropped to its knees beside me and threw a punch that connected with my left shoulder. For a being that was non-corporeal in its native form, Modis’s blow was strong and it hurt. I rolled away. Modis’s next punch smacked into the floor but didn’t seem to cause it any pain. Too bad.

      I pulled to my feet as quickly as I could and moved as silently as possible as far away from Modis as I could get. The knife lay halfway between Modis and myself. I thought about grabbing it, but holding a weapon would tell Modis where I was. I could stab and hack, but I was rubbish at throwing a knife and hitting the target. The knife was more harm than good to me.

      Maybe I sighed, or gasped, or something without realizing it. Modis swung, faced exactly where I stood, and charged. It moved with an almost blurred speed and hit me dead on, knocking the air from my chest. I grunted and fell. Modis meant to fall on top of me, but I rolled away again and it slammed into the floor. I levered myself up into a sit and scooted away on my butt, using my hands and feet for propulsion.

      Modis stood, shook its head, and sniffed. I was sweating now. Modis seemed to home in on my scent—turning and walking straight toward where I sat in a corner of the room, a grim smile on its face.

      Since Modis knew where I was, there wasn’t any point to silence. I began chanting a protective spell to throw a shield up around me.

      At the first word, Modis was on me, its hands running over my body to find my torso and head. The first hit was to my solar plexus, again knocking my breath out. My spell cut off mid-word. Blows pelted my body like hail. I threw my crossed arms up to protect my head and throat. I could see the blows coming, but Modis couldn’t see where and how I moved my arms. Its punches hit my arms as often as they hit my body. I was going to feel like shit in the morning. If I lived to see morning. Modis’s fist connected with my cheekbone, next to my nose. Stars danced in my vision.

      Anger has always been fuel for me. Pain, too. Check me on the rink and I will hunt you down and check you back hard, but first I’ll put my puck in the back of your net. Anger and pain fueled me now. I arched my back and twisted hard. Modis fell to the side. I hauled myself up as fast as I could and ran to the other side of the room, heedless of the sound my feet might make. I was sweating hard now, and evidently, Modis could sniff me out easily.

      I had to be fast and I had to be perfect with a spell I didn’t know that well. Perfect with the words and gestures. For two spells. The first to give me enough power to cast the second.

      I whispered the words to the first spell, but Modis heard even that small sound. It grinned and advanced toward me. I finished the power spell, then deked around the creature and came up behind it. Power pulsated in me, raging to be set free. This sort of power, this amount of power was a new experience. My eyes watered but my heart soared, knowing what was within me.

      Modis pivoted and swung, its fist passing over my head as I ducked. I backed away quietly and began whispering the words to the second enchantment—my old friend the freezing spell, which had served me well in the past.

      Modis was in the midst of throwing another punch when I completed reciting the words. It froze instantly, arm pulled back for the punch, one leg raised in the process of taking a step. I heaved a huge sigh.

      I rubbed my chin and my hand came away bloody. My mouth hurt. I wondered if I’d had a tooth knocked loose or out. Teeth or even blood weren’t my first concern. I had to get out of a house that was specifically warded to prevent that.

      Other than Modis choosing to take down the wards, there were two ways to do it. If the magical who put up the wards died, the magic died as well. The other way was to hitch a ride with whoever put up the wards, hoping that the wards were set so that the magical wasn’t harmed when passing through them.

      I didn’t want to kill Modis, which left only option two. I wasn’t at all sure I could pull it off. The timing would be dicey, but it was the best chance I could see. I’d done something to hurt my foot, or Modis had, and I hobbled over to stand behind it. I grabbed a handful of the back of its caftan and used it to help me climb piggy-back onto Modis’s shoulders. It didn’t so much as flinch under my touch. That was good. The freezing spell was holding.

      I’d considered trying to use telekinesis to move Modis’ legs one at a time and walk us out of this place. It wouldn’t work though. I’d have to undo the freezing spell for the legs to move. I wasn’t about to give Modis even a second unfrozen if I could help it.

      Which meant telekinesis was still the answer, but of a more brute force than finesse sort. I took a deep breath to center myself. The power spell was still working in me, but I could feel the energy it had given me fading. Without that extra boost, I doubted I could have remained standing. Which meant I had to escape soon.

      Now would be good, I told myself and used my power to hurl Modis and me out the huge glass window that overlooked the beach. The hum and zing of magic struck me as we dove through the glass. The beach was maybe ten or twelve feet below us. It would take only a fraction of a second before we hit. I shifted to a canary and launched myself into the sky. As Modis fell, I rose, flapping my wings as hard as I could to get up and away over the house.

      High above the beach, looking down on Modis’s fallen form, I realized I couldn’t leave Modis on the beach. Not when I didn’t know where its minions were, minions that could come and move it to safety.

      The strength spell was fading fast. Flapping my wings moved from hard to impossible. I dropped from the sky, shifting back to human as I landed feet first and then rolled on the sand. My already aching ankle throbbed.

      I reached into the pockets on Modis’ caftan and rooted around until I found its phone. I’d lied when I’d said I didn’t have Dee’s number memorized.

      “Modis is the killer,” I said when he answered. “I’ve frozen it and we’re on a beach. I don’t know where we are. He has helpers. You have to get him before they do.”

      “Are you in danger?” Dee asked.

      “I don’t… maybe. I’m tired.”

      “Get out of there, Oona,” he said sharply. “Leave this call open. I’ll find Modis. You go find somewhere safe to be.”

      I nodded and dropped the phone onto the sand. It took all my will to shift into a canary again and fly from the cove. I flew inland, looking for houses, people. I spotted a street below me, a short street with maybe a dozen houses on it, and managed to land on soft grass and shift back to human.

      I drew a few shaky breaths and made myself walk. My legs felt like water. A house across the road from where I’d landed had lights on inside. If I could make it there, I could call for help.

      I more stumbled than walked across the street and up to the door. Lifting my hand to knock was like trying to lift one hundred pounds with one finger. I knocked once, twice, but couldn’t manage a third try. My arms fell heavily to my sides. My eyes wanted to close, my body to sleep. The door began to open. I crumpled to the ground.
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      I knew where I was the moment I opened my eyes—an ordin hospital. I didn’t like it. I closed my eyes and sunk back into sleep.

      The next time I floated toward consciousness I could sense my mother and father nearby and heard Dee arguing with someone just outside the hospital room door. Mom laid her cool hand on my forehead, whispering spell words low into my ear. I sighed and slipped back into the dark.

      The third time I awoke, it was because I felt Dee in the room, felt his hand holding mine. I groaned and made my eyelids shutter up. My body whined about all the aches and pains. I looked but there was no Diego in my room. I knew he was there.

      “Dee,” I managed to croak.

      “Here, Oona,” a voice said, and then whispered spell words.

      Diego, seated in a chair next to the bed, smiled hopefully.

      “Why?” I said.

      “Invisible? Because I’m not immediate family and the nurses in this damn ordin hospital wouldn’t let me in to see you.”

      I nodded, sort of. Even the smallest movement hurt.

      “Modis?” I said.

      “With the fairies.”

      I swallowed, knowing what that meant. My mouth and throat were dry.

      “Water,”

      He turned my hand lose and reached for the plastic water jug and cup on a side table. He poured a glass for me, stuck a straw in it, and held the cup so I could drink. I managed a few sips before sleep pulled me under again.
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        * * *

      

      I spent another day at the ordin hospital and then a night and a day at my parents’ house under my mother’s care. By the evening of the second day there, I felt well enough to walk around the house and to start feeling antsy. I wanted to go home.

      “Okay,” I said, sitting in my parents’ living room in my jammies, which Dee had fetched and brought over, “I’ve been really patient. Tell me what happened.”

      My dad shrugged. “We don’t know what happened before you collapsed on Mr. Timmons front porch. That’s his name, Jeffrey Timmons. We’ve been up to thank him.”

      “So what happened?” I said again.

      “You banged on his door. Not very hard. He wasn’t sure he’d actually heard anything, but his dog went to the door all excited, so Mr. Timmons looked out the door’s spy hole and saw you standing there looking like you’d been in a serious car accident. You collapsed as he was opening the door. He called an ambulance.”

      “Good old Mr. Timmons,” I muttered. “How did you know I was in the hospital. I didn’t have any ID on me. No one would have called you.”

      “Diego found you with a location spell.” Dad paused. “He found Bridget later.”

      A lump grew in my throat. “Is she dead?”

      “Nearly,” Mom said, joining the conversation. “I tended to her as well while you were in the hospital. She was very nearly done in. She’s with The Gate and is recovering.”

      The huge weight I’d been carrying for Bridget dissolved like ice in the sun.

      “Now,” my father said, “would you like to tell us what led up to you collapsing on Mr. Timmons’ porch?”

      “Did Bridget tell you anything?” I said.

      “She was in worse shape than you were,” Mom said. “Is still in worse shape. Someone shot her, and the arrow they used had dripped dark magic all through her body. We didn’t want to stress her with questions.”

      “But she’ll be all right?”

      My mother nodded.

      I looked at my father. “Can I tell you the whole story later? I really want to go home.”

      Dad nodded.

      Mom gave me a small smile. “Of course you do. I already called Diego. He’ll be here shortly to pick you up.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You know,” Mom said, “I’ve had some time to talk to and observe Diego these last few days.”

      I knew that tone of voice and what it meant. Judgment was coming. And here I’d thought she’d come to like him a little. Maybe she still did. I was way too tired to spend the energy to read her mind. All I could do was hope she wasn’t about to tell me what a bastard he was for letting me act as Bridget’s bodyguard, putting her little girl into harm’s way. As if it was Dee’s decision to make. As if he could have stopped me even if he’d wanted to.

      “And?” I said.

      “You once told me he could be quite charming, which he can,” Mom said. “But I was more interested in his actions. Once he’d located you in the hospital and been assured you’d be all right with time, he drove up here to tell us. He didn’t have our phone number but he knew where we lived, so he made the drive. That impressed me.”

      I began to smile.

      “I watched him,” Mom said, “while you were in the hospital. He cares very deeply for you.”

      I nodded.

      “And you care deeply for him,” she said.

      I nodded again.

      “As your doctor,” she said, “I will be giving him strict orders on how to care for you. He’d better follow through or risk my wrath.”

      I laughed, and it hurt my chest.
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        * * *

      

      Okay, I admit it—there’s something wonderful about having your boyfriend take care of you when you’re far enough down the road to recovery to appreciate it. My favorite part was when he read to me. It was almost worth faking being more injured than I was just to have him finish the whole book.

      Dee had set the book down and stepped out onto the second-floor landing to take a call. It didn’t take more than hearing his muffled voice to know that something was up. I slid out of bed and dressed in street clothes, ready for whatever Dee was going to come back into my bedroom and say.

      “The Gate would like us to come by,” Dee said, striding back into the room. He eyed my clothes. “Now would be good, since it seems you’ve miraculously recovered and you’re dressed.”

      “Only recovered some, to be honest,” I said. “But enough to get out of the house and go hear what he has to say.” I paused. “Did he tell you what he wants?”

      Dee shook his head. “But he did say he’s the third Keeper.”

      “I knew it!” I said, irrationally proud of myself for having figured it out. “When Modis first came to my house I slipped into my dad’s head and saw vague images of all three sacred items. One was pretty clearly The Gate’s silver star.”

      Dee huffed under his breath. “You could have told me.”

      I pushed a hand through my hair. “You were still up north, and later, I guess it slipped my mind.”

      “Slipped your mind?”

      I shrugged. “There was a lot going on.”

      Dee lifted his eyebrows but didn’t say what he was thinking. “He knows we have the other two and would like us to bring them to him.”

      “Good,” I said. “I’ll be glad to be rid of them. They’ve brought nothing but heartache.” I paused. “Did he say how Bridget is doing?”

      “He said she’s better. She’s still staying with him in between dips in the ocean.”

      I took the small wooden chest with the chalice and blade inside from the back of my closet and we headed downstairs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Gate’s apartment was fairly spacious, but the living room seemed crowded when we walked in. Dee stiffened as his gaze flickered across the faces. The vibe in the room immediately turned spiky.

      The Gate was sitting on the couch with Bridget, who looked much better than the last time I’d seen her. Jack Schneider sat in a brown leather club chair that looked straight out of a 1950s lounge bar.

      Elgrin, the fairy warrior who’d very likely tortured and killed Dee’s brother, stood against a wall, her arms crossed over her chest.

      I touch Dee’s arm in support. He didn’t flinch away, which I’d thought he might, given that I’d been the one who promised the dark sorcerer to Elgrin, never thinking it could possibly be Dee’s brother. I was the one, ultimately, who’d brought Gil to his death. I knew Dee didn’t blame me, but that didn’t lessen my regret.

      The two locked eyes—the grieving wizard and the angry fairy. I felt Dee’s fists clench and anger erupt through him. Everyone in the room seemed to be holding their breaths—except The Gate who leaned forward, curious to see where this would lead.

      Dee nodded slightly to the fairy. “Elgrin.”

      The fairy nodded in return. “Wizard Adair.”

      The air crackled with magic, Dee and Elgrin each ramping up in case the other started something.

      Bridget rose stiffly from where she sat next to The Gate on the yellow couch. “Oona. Diego. So good to see you. Come. Sit.”

      She sat again, scooting over closer to The Gate, inviting us with a nod to sit with them. Dee exhaled deeply, walked to the couch, and sat next to her, though I knew he’d rather be sitting across from them—in the chair Jack had taken. I took a spot on Dee’s other side.

      The Gate focused on me and the box in my arms. “I see you brought them.”

      “We did,” I said and paused. “Can I ask why Jack and Elgrin are here?”

      The Gate chuckled. “Jack has been appointed by The Council as the new Keeper of the blade.”

      Dee smiled warily, as if worried for Jack and this new responsibility. “Congratulations.”

      “Ah,” I said, a new realization flitting through my mind, an understanding of Jack’s recent odd behavior.

      Jack nodded slightly. “It’s an honor I probably don’t deserve.”

      The Gate grinned. “And Elgrin has been named as the new Keeper of the chalice.”

      Dee turned to face her, then nodded his acknowledgment.

      “Congratulations,” I said though I wondered if fairies saw the role of Keeper with the same high regard we did. Maybe the fairies thought of it as an annoyance, one more thing to be looked after.

      “I’m sure,” The Gate said, “that the new Keepers would be honored to receive their item from two of the people responsible for saving them when they were stolen.”

      I assumed that was my cue to open the box and hand the chalice to Elgrin. I slid the cup out and began to stand.

      “No,” The Gate said. “I’d like Diego to hand that one over.”

      Dee shot a cool look at his former mentor. “Of course.”

      I handed him the chalice. His vibe was reserved but calm. Whatever had run through him at seeing Elgrin here, he seemed to have dealt with it—or at least tucked it away out of view for now.

      Elgrin took the chalice with a deeper bow of her head than she’d accorded Dee before. I thought she’d decided it was good the wizard had come to his senses. Not that I understand the fairy mind, but it was the way her vibe felt.

      “Oona,” The Gate said when Dee was seated again, “if you would hand the blade to Officer Schneider.”

      I lifted the knife in its sheath out of the box and took it to him. I leaned over to whispered in his ear. “You knew you would be the new Keeper, didn’t you? And that The Gate held the third artifact. That’s why you took us directly to see him at your station. And why you’ve been acting, uh, oddly.”

      Jack nodded an acknowledgment and took the blade.

      What a strange balancing act Jack had had to perform—he’d known The Gate hadn’t killed Hugo but still had to keep him prisoner to satisfy his boss. He’d known the blade would come to him, likely had known Elgrin, who was involved in the death of Diego’s brother, would be Keeper of the chalice, but couldn’t say anything to Dee or to me.

      He and The Gate, I saw now, had played at animosity while The Gate was being held by the magic police. To what purpose? To spur Dee and me toward finding the killer? The deception annoyed me. I was going to have to sit one or both of them down and get an explanation.

      “Excellent,” The Gate said cheerfully. He took off his silver star necklace and lay it on the coffee table in front of the couch. Jack laid the blade over the chain. Elgrin set the chalice next to the blade, on top of the chain.

      The Gate began to chant. Smoke rose from the pile. Smoke turned to fire. Red, blue, and yellow flames licked at the chalice, blade, and star. The flames grew higher, licking up several feet above the coffee table, then shrank down to nothing. Ash covered the table where the necklace, cup, and knife had been.

      I shook my head to myself. That was wrong. The wood in the handle of the blade might have burned, but The Gate’s necklace and the metal of the chalice and blade wouldn’t have turned to ash.

      The ash on the table began to move, pulling toward a center point and hilling to make a pile about the size of my two hands. The Gate’s chant changed, its cadence growing faster, its tone more urgent.

      The ash quivered at its base. The quiver spread up the pile but the ash hill didn’t lose its shape except the top sprayed out in all directions. A phoenix burst from the pile and flew toward the ceiling. The Gate’s chant changed again, slowing, dropping in tone. The phoenix flew languidly around the room while we all watched. Slowly the bird changed, the brilliant red of its feathers changing to white, its body growing smaller, its long streaming tail morphing to a smaller fan shape.

      When the transformation was complete, the dove circled the room once, flying low and close to each of us, encircling us in a white glow. The Gate stopped chanting. The dove turned and drove toward the ceiling. Just before it would hit, the dove disappeared.

      When I looked back on the coffee table the necklace, knife, and cup were where the Keepers had set them, whole and unburned.

      The Gate lifted the artifacts and held out the blade to Jack with one hand and the chalice to Elgrin with the other. When they’d taken their items, The Gate picked up the silver star necklace and slipped it back over his head.

      Elgrin turned to face Diego. “Wizard Adair, on behalf of the fairies, I thank you for your work to keep the peace between us and the humans. I hope any future meetings between us will be a positive as this one has been.”

      Dee bit his lower lip a moment and then dipped his head to her. “I wish the same.”

      She turned to me. “Oona Goodlight, I know you to be a warrior, in your own way. I thank you as well for your part in keeping the peace between our species.”

      I smiled and said, “You’re welcome.”

      She turned to Jack. “Fellow Keeper, no one likes war, least of all those who have to fight it. I promise I will do my best to keep peace between our kinds.”

      “You have my promise that I’ll do the same,” he said.

      Elgrin nodded and vanished in a shower of green sparks.

      Jack swung his gaze over the four of us on the couch: The Gate, Bridget, Dee, and me. “Eh, I don’t do speeches. Take care.” He touched his hand to an invisible hat.

      I did the same back. Dee rose and the men embraced quickly—evidently they were bro-huggers when the occasion suited—and almost just as quickly Jack was out the door and gone.

      “You know,” The Gate said, “you three are the only non-Keepers to ever attend a changeover. Not that it’s a big deal, the ceremony isn’t all that spectacular, but it has always been secret and private. Jack and Elgrin asked for you to be here, so we bent the rules a little.”

      He chuckled. I wasn’t sure what, exactly, he found amusing.

      I got up and moved to the chair Jack had vacated, putting me across from The Gate. I fixed my gaze on him.

      “We need to talk,” I said. “I have done everything you asked and more—recovered the chalice, unmasked Hugo’s killer and dealt with him. Now it’s time for you to keep your promise and uphold your part of the bargain.”

      The Gate nodded. “Fierce little lamb, there’s a reason I’ve dodged this from the moment you first asked me to teach you how to build a filter. It is, indeed, possible to do. As Diego told you, my niece who suffered much the same way you do from her talents, used magic to make the constant bombardment of other people’s thoughts and emotions stop. What Diego didn’t know is that my niece didn’t build a filter. A filter is impossible. She built a wall.”

      A tremble flew across my shoulders. “A wall?”

      “Yes. And now she might as well not be empathic or psychic. Nothing comes through. Nothing.”

      I stared at him, blinking a little, devastated by the implications.

      “You can’t pick and choose, Oona,” he said. “You can’t build a defense against only jealousies or block only people’s petty gripes. I’ll tell you how to make the wall, but you must understand that you’d be choosing to give away those abilities. Once the wall is built, it can’t be torn down. Decide what you truly want.”

      My throat was dry but my eyes were wet. I swiped at them, not wanting to cry in front of The Gate and Bridget. For the better part of a year I’ve looked forward to the day when I could screen out the emotions I didn’t want to feel from others, the thoughts I didn’t want to hear.

      But to feel and hear nothing from others? It would be like giving up my hands. I’d learn to work around the loss but my life would change. As hard as it was to feel keenly those around me—to know their desires, joys, and hatreds, their lusts and sorrows and every other emotion flitting through them as if they were my own—to not know seemed worse.

      “I could do a divination for you,” Bridget said. “Let you look at possible futures for each choice.”

      I shook my head. “Thank you, but I don’t need to peek into any future to know what I want. A wall isn’t it.”

      The Gate leaned back against the couch. “No, it wouldn’t be.”
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