
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
       
 
     Twisted Luck  
 
   
 
    Boxset Books 1-3 and a Novelletta 
 
    Ternion Universe 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    My Luck Copyright © 2020 by Melisa Todd 
 
    Hired Luck Copyright © 2020 by Melisa Todd 
 
    Educated Luck Copyright © 2020 by Melisa Todd 
 
    No Luck Copyright © 2020 by Melisa Todd 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission. 
 
      
 
    Bad Ash Publishing 
 
    86 Desmond Court 
 
    Powder Springs, GA 30127 
 
    www.badashpublishing.com 
 
      
 
    Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Book Layout © 2015 BookDesignTemplates.com 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Acknowledgments 
 
    There are so many people that have helped make these books a reality that I could never name them all. But to Cisca Smalls for being the best cheerleader I ever had, Doug Burbey for endless hours of listening to me babble about story, and Howard Lowery for being one of my first fans. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you,  
 
      
 
    Mel 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CONTENTS 
 
      
 
    Twisted Luck 
 
    My Luck 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    Hired Luck 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Educated Luck 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
    Chapter 45 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Appendix: Magic Symbols 
 
    No Luck 
 
    About Author 
 
    
     

   

  

 
  
    
     My Luck 
 
   
 
      
 
    Twisted LUck Book 1 
 
    Ternion Universe 
 
      
 
    Mel Todd 
 
    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated] 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Life goes on, love reminds you of where you've been. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 1  
 
    Magic appeared in the late 1800's and spread across the world - no one knows why. As more and more incidents of magic occurred and people began discovering affinities, the idea of classes and branches of magic spread. Though other countries have other names, they are consistent in the magic types and groupings. The three classes were codified as Chaos, Order, and Spirit. Worldwide the number of mages currently accounts for about fifty percent of the world's population. ~ History of Magic 
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    I stared at the body lying not ten feet away from me and sighed. I carefully scooted back up the slope to the sidewalk and sat there. 
 
    Why me? 
 
    There was no voice from the sky answering that question, so I pulled out my phone and dialed 911. The half-whine bounced around my mind as I heard the familiar spiel. "You've reached 911, what's your emergency?" 
 
    "Hey, Hazel. It's me." I didn't get nervous calling emergency services anymore. That might be a bad sign. I pushed my short dark hair out of my eyes. The action reminded me I needed to add more red highlights. It would give it some personality. 
 
    "Oh, Cori. What now?" Hazel's voice held a mix of exasperation and worry, probably because out of the almost hundred times I'd called 911 over the last few years, she's gotten at least half of them. Not my fault she worked the shifts when I was out and about. But it meant she fussed over me even when I saw her on the street. 
 
    "Dead body. Male, late thirties, at the intersection of…" I rattle off the nearest cross streets. "The shaded area. He's under the trees a bit." 
 
    "You know I have to ask, so let me run through the questions. Are you sure he is dead?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I'm sure." I glanced at the body and repressed a shudder. It took a fair amount of gore to make me queasy anymore, but this almost did it. 
 
    "How are you sure, no pulse?"  
 
    I rolled my eyes at Hazel, even if she couldn't see me. If I said he was dead, you could be guaranteed he was dead. "Heck no. I didn't touch him. Not about to touch him. Even with my training still in progress, I'm positive he's dead." I was intimately familiar with death. He was very, very dead. 
 
    "Cori, are you purposefully being a pain?" Hazel sounded frustrated, and I fought a smile. Maybe I was being a bit of a pain, but dang it, I was going to be late to work so I might as well have some entertainment to make up for it. "Check his pulse, please. I already have the ambulance and police on their way." 
 
    "Please tell me the chief isn't coming." I might have whined that part. Laurel Amosen and I didn't get along, though I wasn't sure why. She was strong, smart, a mage, and she should have been a role model. Instead we both brought out the worst in each other.  
 
    "Cori! You know I don't request specific people, I just put out the call. Now, pulse?" 
 
    "Hazel, his head is a good three feet from his shoulders. There isn't a pulse." I sighed as I heard the sirens wailing their way towards me. Soon I'd be the one in that vehicle coming to help. In one more semester I'd be the paramedic. Not that there was any chance of helping this guy. Not even a merlin could save him, though they might be able to figure out what killed him. Because I couldn't see a darn thing that might have separated his head so decisively. The left side of his head facing me didn't have a mage tattoo on it, but most people had them on their right side. I couldn't see any jewelry, but all of that meant nothing. Hedgemages didn't have to wear markings. 
 
    "Only you, Cori." Hazel heaved a sigh. "Do you know him?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "Did you see what caused the death?" 
 
    "Oh heck no. If I had, I'd still be running." Well, probably. With my life I might have stuck around to watch.  
 
    "I think that's all, as the police will be there soon. You need me to stay on the line, or are you fine?" 
 
    "Right as rain," I chirped back, but there wasn't a smile on my face regardless of my peppy voice. 
 
    "Talk to you later, Cori. Gotta go." The disconnect tone rang in my ear. I resisted scratching my head. Leaving my damn dandruff here would make my life even more complicated. In my world, I'd scratch my skull to get rid of the dandruff and a gust of wind would blow and coat the dead guy with my DNA. Not what I needed. 
 
    I slipped my smartphone, the cheapest one available, back into my pocket and looked glumly at the dead man. "You are really messing up my routine you know? I'm supposed to be at work—" I paused, pulled my phone back out to check the time, and heaved a sigh—"in five minutes. I can guarantee that I won't make it. Oh well. Maybe Samuel will give me a ride. Might make my boss less annoyed. Oh, crap, Molly!" 
 
    With the sirens getting louder I rushed off a hurried text to both my boss, Molly, and my coworker, Kadia.  
 
    *Found dead body. Waiting for cops. Will be late.*  
 
    I hit send as the flashing blue lights of the cop car pulled up on the street next to me.  
 
    "See what you did? Distracted me," I told the body. Too much time alone had me talking to anything and everything. Maybe I should get a pet. Or at least work on talking to living people? I stared at the body, resisting again the desire to go investigate, to find out something about him. Dig through his pockets, at least get a name to call him. But leaving traces of myself on a dead body would be stupid. That lesson I hadn't had to learn the hard way. Cop shows are excellent for teaching you some basic crime scene protocol and the consequences for breaking it. 
 
    Slipping my phone back into the pocket of my thrift store jeans, I stood up, brushing off my butt as Samuel Clements got out of his squad car. We all gave him a bad time about his name, but right now my mood was more on the snarky bitter range of things rather than the peppy teasing. I'd heard rumors he was a Pattern hedgie, but I never saw anything to give credence to it, so I didn't worry about it.  
 
    "Corisande Munroe, what trouble are in you this time?" He, too, had that exasperated tone. My goal after I graduated was to have people talk to me without sounding exasperated. That would probably never happen, but I could try. 
 
    "I'm not in any trouble. I was simply doing my civic duty and reporting a dead body." I didn't say murder victim or accident victim; that had been beat into my head by my third dead body. Don't assume you know how they died or anything about their death, even if you watched them die. Those were the worst. And why I was striving to make sure I'd never need to just stand by unable to save or even help someone again. But this guy had not been dead for a long judging by the few insects that were just now beginning to be attracted to his corpse. 
 
    "Again? I swear, Cori, you attract trouble more than any kid I've ever seen." The tone and frown got my hackles up even more. 
 
    "And this is my fault how? You know I don't ask for it. And don't call me a kid." I regretted the words the second they left my lips. Protesting you weren't a kid always made you sound like a kid. 
 
    Samuel held up his hands in mock surrender as the ambulance, with flashing lights and wailing siren that made me flinch, pulled up behind him. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    I bit back a retort; I really did need him to give me a ride to work and being snarky wouldn't help that. I'd turn twenty-one in April, but he'd known me for a long time. At the ripe age of twenty-eight, he'd always seen me as a kid. As much as small towns rocked, they also sucked. Once you were notorious, you were always notorious.  
 
    The EMTs got out of the bus pushing a stretcher and came up alongside of us.  
 
    "'Ello, Cori," Jeff Pierson said, his soft southern drawl pulling out the syllables until it almost sounded sensual. I rolled my eyes. With his long lanky body, dark brown eyes, and light brown hair, half the women under thirty lusted over him. I wished I did. 
 
    The thought at least snapped me out of my stupid look, and I smiled at him and Sally Chang. "Hey, guys. Come on, I was just about to show Samuel where the body is." 
 
    Sally nodded, her long black hair twisted up in a series of intricate braids, each one with beads sectioning off an inch. I looked at her, always marveling how even in a uniform she looked stylish, smart. But then most mages always seemed to. Her tattoo gleamed on her temple, black with solid red showing her as strong in Pattern. Rather than hash marks she had little dots in Air and Transform. I frowned when I noticed that her right hand was missing her normally beautiful long nails. 
 
    "What did you run into that needed that much offering?" I nodded at her hand. 
 
    She glanced down comparing the two hands. Her left hand had nails about an inch long, painted with protective gel, the right looked like they had been bitten to the quick. 
 
    "Bad car accident. Child involved. Idiot parents hadn't buckled her into the child seat." Sally shrugged and grinned at me. "Worth the offering. Kid should be fine, and the parents will be in jail for a while. DUI." 
 
    I nodded, the familiar mix of envy and relief washing through me. I wanted to help people, save them. Magic would have made it possible for me to be better, more powerful. However, magic scared me on a level I didn't know how to address. It wasn't an issue. None of my family had ever emerged. I'd never be a mage so worrying about it was a waste of time. 
 
    "Enough chit-chat," Samuel said. He was prickly about magic too; his dad was archmage and Samuel, lacking a tattoo, wasn't. Or at least not above a hedgemage. "Where's the body, Cori?" 
 
    "I said I'd show you," I huffed. "It's not like waiting is going to make a difference." 
 
    "It might," Sally said mildly and I fought not to bristle. I really needed some food; my temper was way too short today. 
 
    "Trust me, it won't." I turned away from them. "This way." 
 
    "Lead on, mi'lady," Jeff drawled again. I ignored the groans from Samuel and Sally. Jeff was an unrepentant flirt, but I just found him amusing. 
 
    "Down there." I pointed and under the shade of three pink azalea bushes and a tall magnolia tree lay the body of a man in a dark brown almost black suit. A few feet away lay his head, eyes closed, much to my relief. Blood covered the area, sprayed around in streams of red turning to brown. The amount of blood implied a lot of things, but unless I got closer, I couldn't figure out where he'd been standing or sitting when he'd been killed. I'd been studying him since I stumbled upon him, literally. I pegged him as out of town businessman, as I didn't recognize him and he was too old to be here for the college. No matter how badly I wanted to know his name, all his information, everything, I had not gotten any closer than this. I can act with restraint. Sometimes. 
 
    The three looked at the body, hidden by shadows and the slight slope of the ground away from the road. Away from where anyone would notice. 
 
    "Cori? Why were you here and how in the world did you notice this body?" Samuel asked. 
 
    After so long with all the 'incidents' surrounding me, I didn't even try to make up anything believable anymore. "I was walking to work, the long way," I interjected before anyone could point out this path was a mile longer than a direct route from my house. They didn't need to know why I wanted the long quiet walk to think. "A white cat chased a squirrel across the road, catching my attention. Pretty sure it was Mrs. Hansen's Mortimer. I stopped to watch, not sure which of them I was rooting for, when the squirrel did a ninety degree turn and ran up my body. The cat followed, claws and all." I pointed at my jeans and the holes with drops of blood creating dark spots on the legs. "I fell backwards and tumbled as they finished running over the top of me. When I sat up his head was the first thing I saw." I waved at the rest of the body. "I came back up to the sidewalk and called 911." 
 
    None of them even blinked at my story. This was just proof of how weird my life was. 
 
    "And you didn't touch anything, right?" Samuel asked, even as Jeff and Sally made their way down. 
 
    This time I didn't restrain myself. "No, I crawled all over the dead man, licked him, then decided to play with whatever killed him because it was my first time seeing a dead body and I couldn't resist." My arms crossed over my chest as I stared at him.  
 
    Screw it, I'd walk. 
 
    "Point. Sorry, Cori. Habit. I forgot you're you." 
 
    "Gee, thanks." I didn't even try to keep a civil tone. That had been uncalled for. 
 
    "I said sorry," he muttered as he turned back to look at Jeff and Sally coming back up. 
 
    "Very dead. Nothing we can do. You'll need to call the coroner. He'll want to see the body in situ, so no reason for us to stay," Sally stated as she pulled the gurney back towards the ambulance. 
 
    "Thanks, guys," Samuel said, his tone distracted as he pulled out the radio.  
 
    I walked a few feet away giving him privacy to do what was necessary. But he'd have to stay here and wait for the coroner. I might as well just walk to work. I kept looking back at where the body lay. Death fascinated me. It was the greatest mystery and the one I wanted to stop from taking people. Which meant the desire to poke and prod at dead body number thirteen was tangible. My phone vibrated, distracting me, and I pulled it out of my pocket. 
 
    *Another one? Cori, your luck. Fine. Just get here soon as you can.* This was from my boss. 
 
    *Oooh, was it gory like the last one? You need to give me all the deets when you get in.* That was from my coworker Kadia. 
 
    I just shook my head and put my phone away. Jo, my best friend, was probably already at work, but no reason to distract her with this. I'd tell her later tonight. See if I could talk her mom into feeding me again. I was very tired of microwaved dinners, but every time I tried to cook something it went wrong. I'd given up. 
 
    Samuel was walking back towards me. "May I head off to work? I'm late as it is. You know where to find me." 
 
    "True. You are predictable. Either work at Grind Down, school at West Georgia, or at Jo Guzman's place. Last ditch your apartment over the garage,” he rattled off. They'd gotten good at finding me over the years. 
 
    "Hey, at least you know I'm not trying to avoid you." 
 
    "Ha, I almost expect you to start a social media account logging all of this." He paused and looked at me suspiciously. "You haven't, have you?" 
 
    "No, I haven't." Like I had any desire to document just how screwed up my life was. Before I could say anything else another car pulled up next to where we were standing. We both turned to look at it and I silently cheered as the coroner stepped out. Maybe I would get my ride to work after all. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Each class of magic has four branches. Chaos is composed of Entropy, Fire, Water, and Time. Order has Pattern, Air, Earth, and Transform. Spirit (the rarest of the classes) has Soul, Relativity, Non-Organic, and Psychic. Every mage, even the lowest rank, hedgemages, are strong in one, pale in two, and null in the final branch. ~ History of Magic 
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    Why is there so much bureaucracy surrounding death? How long can he ask us questions? I didn't touch the damn body. 
 
    The coroner started out with a string of questions and I began to feel like I was the one under attack. Once he looked at the body he calmed down, but it took another fifteen minutes before he let us go. After a brief discussion with Samuel, the coroner called in a forensic unit. Samuel called in another officer to watch the scene, then gave in to my completely unsubtle hinting. 
 
    "Get in, Cori. I'll drive you to work and let Molly know why you were late." Each word sounded like it had been pulled out of him, but I didn't care. I slid into the front seat and pretended not to see his glare of exasperation. That was becoming my new goal in life—to not exasperate people. Or maybe I'd keep that as my life goal, to exasperate everyone. I rolled the word around in my head, but the excitement of being a pain faded fast.  
 
    "Molly knows. Sent her a text, but she'd probably like to know I wasn't making it up." I didn't really look at him as I talked, or even listen, too wrapped up in my own thoughts. I glanced in the rearview mirror at the receding vehicles, all my questions unanswered. My amber brown eyes stared back at me and I swore I could see the hole in my soul. The missing half of me. I pushed it down. Study, work, Jo. That was all I needed. Someday I would have answers about why Stevie had died. I had to find them. 
 
    "Cori!" Samuel all but shouted and I jumped, looking at him, my heart racing. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    He shook his head at me, trying to give me the "I'm disappointed in you" look that Laurel did so well, but he didn't have the age to pull it off. "I've been asking you a question." 
 
    "Sorry, was lost in my head. Thinking about that guy." 
 
    "Don't. He isn't your issue." He said it like that should be enough to shut my mind off. 
 
    I shot him a glance, but didn't argue; what good would it do? "What was the question?" 
 
    "Did you notice anything else weird as you walked? Any cars or anything else?" 
 
    "Besides the cat and squirrel running up and over me?" I watched him out of the corner of my eye and saw his mouth twitch a little. 
 
    "Besides that." 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought, but I really had been oblivious to most everything. My thoughts were stressing over graduating, finding a job, and getting the hell out of this town. But that meant leaving Jo and her family. That thought made me want to cry. 
 
    "I wasn't paying attention really. The cat was white, so it caught my eye and I stopped to watch. The rest of the time I was more focused on my own thoughts." I hated admitting I couldn't provide a clue, that I didn't have any information to give him. 
 
    "With your luck that's a bit dangerous, isn't it?" The smirk was back. I ignored it. Just because he'd known me as a little kid didn't mean I had to put up with him being a jerk. I felt myself flush with annoyance but pushed it away. 
 
    "Let me out up here. I'll slip in the back. They're already open and probably slammed." 
 
    Samuel nodded and turned to go up the back alley when there was a bang and the car shook. I froze, hand on the dashboard as I quickly scanned for bullets or another car or something. A beeping came from the console and Samuel started to cuss softly. 
 
    "I swear to the Merlins, Cori. Something always goes wacky and I'm not always positive you had nothing to do with it." He pointed accusingly at the light flashing on his dash. I leaned over and peered and it and fought a smirk. 
 
    "That's what you get for being a jerk. Have fun changing your tire." This time there was a smile on my face as I chirped my goodbye at him and opened the door. I ignored his muttered response, shutting the door and looking at the very flat front passenger tire. At least it had waited until I was almost at work. 
 
    I headed down the alley to find the back door wedged open, probably for the deliveries. With a tug I pulled it wide and headed into the already busy shop. I glanced at my watch; only forty minutes late. The big rush would just be starting. Darting to the back I washed my hands and face, stopping for a moment to look at the image of me in a mirror. Did it look like I'd seen another dead body? 
 
    Please, like that is anything unusual. Get to work before Molly kills you. 
 
    I bent over at the waist and spent a minute running my fingers through my short hair briskly, trying to shake out the ever-present dandruff. It was annoying. No shampoo would cure it, it was always bright white, and it was so fine it almost looked like dust. With a shake of my head, the short strands flying back into place, I turned and stepped into the hustle while mentally asking for nothing else weird to happen today. Not that I was ever that lucky. 
 
    Kadia was cranking up drinks, chattering with customers and flashing her trademark grin. She loved showing off her mage status through jewelry or clothes. When she emerged, two candles bursting into flames and a rush of dizziness had been the only indicators. But she'd rushed in to be tested, coming back with a Fire hedgemage status. It didn't seem to upset her she was so low. It meant she'd never need matches if she wanted to smoke and could warm up her coffee if it got cold. But there was no draft, no mandatory college for anyone lower than wizard ranking. Kadia being Kadia, just said it would help her be a great chef. She'd be graduating from her culinary classes this summer, and already had a job lined up. 
 
    In stark contrast to Kadia's grace, Molly struggled to handle the register and socialize with the people waiting for her. Molly Carter was a great boss and a good businesswoman, but a deplorable counter person. She could juggle the business stuff in the quiet of her office on her computer, but having people rattling off orders at her, paying in multiple ways, and trying to fill the easy drinks in between made her panic and become even more stressed. I'd always thought a customer-centric business was a weird choice for someone with social anxiety.  
 
    "Here, I've got it," I said stepping in behind her. I liked this job. By the end of the first month I had figured out how to troubleshoot the equipment and fix it if needed. We kept extra cleaning supplies for all the weird accidents that happened. Molly had kept me employed almost full time for three years now without any complaints. Best part is she rolled with all my schedule changes. In return, I worked my ass off for her, looking for anything I could do to make the shop and our lives better. 
 
    "Thank Merlin. All yours." Molly stepped back with a relieved look on her face. "You okay?" 
 
    I smiled at the customer and nodded. "Yep, just the usual." 
 
    "Only you, Cori. I'll be in back. Don't need me. This morning has peopled me out." Molly babbled as she backed out and all but ran to the back office. 
 
    Trying not laugh, I turned to the waiting customer and took their order. Kadia and I meshed well, switching between the register and pulling drinks. The day went well until a double ring of the bell after the morning rush caught my attention. Looking at the door, I sighed as Shay stood there glaring at me. 
 
    O'Shaughnessy Sato had copper red hair, Asian features, a lean body, and chin length hair. Together they created an exotic picture of a man and a first-rate pain in my ass. Then there was the merlin tattoo that gleamed on the side of his face. It almost touched his right eye in swirls of red and yellow, triple symbols proof he was a Chaos merlin strong in Earth and Time.  
 
    Sally was a Pattern wizard, pale in Transform and Earth. Which meant she couldn't use Air magic at all. But merlins were different. Powerful. Scary. Stories and movies revolved around them, as the heroes or the villains in everything.  
 
    Me? The only merlin I knew was a confusing jerk. Shay? His skill sets were obvious via the tattoo on his face, marking him. I always thought it was weird a merlin would live here of all places. 
 
    Why do I always get Shay on my shift? Why? 
 
    He felt the same as he stalked towards me, the last customer turning away as he got to the counter. "Why are you here?" he demanded, glaring at me as if I'd caused him some personal affront. 
 
    "Because I work here? I have for the last three years. Something you should know as you see me every time I'm at work." 
 
    "You were not on the schedule. I checked. Three times!" He all but shouted. 
 
    "Lori called out. I said I'd cover as school hasn't started up. I'm working a double today." Normally on Wednesdays I only worked from noon until four, but hey, extra money. 
 
    Shay glared at me and I glared back. The other nice thing about small towns was, if you were a jerk to someone who deserved it, no one complained to your manager. Or if they did, the manager laughed. Molly had, multiple times. The best one had been when she told a customer, "If Cori dumps a hot coffee on your head, I'm going to laugh and say you deserved it." 
 
    But Shay never crossed that line. Our altercations were always verbal and I had no idea why he found my existence such an affront. Part of me wanted to figure out why, quiz and assail him with questions, but after three years I mostly wanted him to quit being a butt. 
 
    Shay huffed. "Damn probability factors. Just because all the threads point to convergence in your presence doesn't mean I want to be there when it happens. Maybe I should give up coffee."  
 
    He didn't seem to be talking to me, but I answered anyhow. "There's a Waffle House down the street. Feel free to get your fix there."  
 
    Shay wrinkled his nose. "Not even probability convergence is worth their coffee. Double espresso almond milk chaser." He tossed the money at me and stalked over to the other side of the counter where Kadia already had his order waiting. Shay was predictable, but he also tipped well. I dumped the two dollars into the tip jar and put on a smile as another person came up. 
 
    Three hours later my feet were sore; it had been a busy day. The lull before lunch had occurred and the only people still in the shop were a pair of retired teachers who met twice a week for a social hour. They were so cute and fragile I always made sure Kadia served them. If my crazy attacked while I was serving them and they got hurt, I'd never forgive myself. 
 
    Kadia yawned. "That was quite the morning. But now that it's calmed down a bit – tell me what happened?" 
 
    I shrugged. People thought it was neat finding a dead body. When the first one shatters you, the rest quickly become annoying. More people needed to die at home quietly in their beds. 
 
    "Just a dead guy. Business suit." 
 
    "Ewww," she squealed shaking her head, causing her long braids with beads on the end to clack. But her avid eyes told me she was fascinated. I wasn't, but this was a conversation I had with way too many people every time something happened. "So how did he die?" 
 
    "Don't know. They yell at me if I say anything about cause of death." I dropped my voice, not wanting anyone to hear me, or at least not clearly. "But I will say his head wasn't attached to his body."  
 
    Her eyes went wide. "We have a serial killer?" Her voice squeaked and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    "Here? In Rockway, Georgia? Please. That's an Atlanta thing. Probably going to be something stupid and boring." Unfortunately, most of the bodies I found were rarely stupid or boring. 
 
    Kadia started to say something when one of the women called for her. As I busied myself restocking muffins and cookies and cleaning up the espresso machine, my mind wandered off, going through the list of dead people. 
 
    I don't talk about the first death, the one I can't forget. That was at twelve. It was the one that drove me to find answers. My brother, Stevie. 
 
    When I was thirteen Mr. Johnson, had a heart attack out walking his dog. I found him but didn't know how to do CPR. He died while I watched. Useless again. 
 
    At fifteen it was a couple that had a car accident while I was home alone. They slammed into the light pole outside the house. I called 911 but they had been killed on impact. Nothing I could have done. 
 
    At least I wasn't alone with the death that happened at sixteen. Our English teacher had a stroke in the middle of class and dropped dead. I was just the only one sane enough to call 911 and the office. 
 
    The year I turned sixteen was a busy. A piano being hoisted into an office building fell on one of the workers, killing him. I had been ten feet away. Being splattered with blood was not fun, but again I called 911. 
 
    At seventeen I found a really weird and creepy death. Guy fell out of the sky on to a picket fence as I walked to school. By then I had my first aid training, but when I touched him, his body was mush. He died as I called for help. Turns out he'd been parachuting and in a freak accident his harness broke, dropping him at my feet. That had been gross. Bone should not be mushy. 
 
    I kept cleaning and restocking, still going over each face, each death in my mind. If I got my degree and my job, would I save enough to erase them from my mind? Would I figure out the reason for the first death? Would it solve anything? 
 
    Too many questions, too many missing answers to things I needed to know. I started back on my list; it had become a habit, a comfort I sank into. When I needed to prove to myself that I hadn't forgotten. That I would never forget him, I went over the deaths. Every time asking myself what I could have done differently. The death at eighteen was the worst. It would have taken a merlin to save him. 
 
    Merlins.  
 
    The word rang in my mind. The hope and bane of most people, everyone wanted to be one. No one wanted to need one. The highest rank magic user there was. They didn't have limits. They could do almost anything. Yet Shay came in regularly like anyone else. Only his ability to annoy me seemed epic in any way. 
 
    Why in the world was this what I was thinking about? My family wasn't magical, at least nothing recent. Family legend, well that went back to Spain centuries ago and only my grandmother even remembered the stories her grandmother had told. But that was of a kid, well before the ruptures that let magic into the world occurred. Besides, grandma died ages ago. So, not like I could ask her. 
 
    Why am I thinking about this? I should be thinking about school next week.  
 
    A flicker of color caught my attention and I glanced up at the TV and everything clicked into place. A news story about the emergence of a new merlin and a recap of the history of the Emergence of Magic. Like anyone who lived today didn't know about magic. It was embedded in our world. The speaker did better than my high school teacher did, making the emergence of magic in the early 1800's sound interesting and exciting. All Mrs. Roulf had ever done was bore us to tears. It took talent to make magic boring. The reporter continued, talking about the various ranks of magic users and reminding people of the laws surrounding mages.  
 
    I pushed the overview of magic out of my mind and finished up my work. The lunch crowd would want stuff to ward off the January cold, if you called high fifties cold. The clatter of the bell had me glancing up in time to see the door fall off its hinges and crash to the ground with a horrendous explosion. I looked up to see Laurel Amosen staring down at the door, the look on her face one of startled shock, a normal reaction. As she looked up at me her face hardened and her uniform echoed her focus, all sharp and crisp.  
 
    Watching Laurel stalk towards me, military dripping off her like water with her short cropped black curly hair and purposeful stride, it became apparent I was the goal. I had no desire to be the goal of the chief of police. She came to a precise halt in front of the counter, mouth opening.  
 
    Before she could say anything, I did. "So, are you going to reimburse Molly for tearing her door off the hinges, Chief Amosen?" 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
     All mages are broken into four groups. The lowest are hedgemages, those with little power. They aren't required to be marked, and many live out their lives without making offerings and rarely use magic at all. Then you have magicians, wizards, archmages, and of course merlins. All of these ranks are part of the draft. ~ History of Magic 
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    Huh, apparently giving the chief of police attitude isn't a good way to start the conversation. Lesson learned. 
 
    Sitting in the interrogation room, alone and a bit freaked out, I stared at the mirrored glass and tried to keep a smirk on my face. I still thought my comment was funny and if I kept thinking it was funny maybe I wouldn't break down in tears. Too bad Chief Amosen hadn't. Her lack of humor probably contributed to my riding to the station in the back of her squad car and why I now fought worry and fear. I had no idea why I was sitting in the police station. 
 
    After waiting what seemed like forever, at least ten minutes, the chief walked in. This time she flashed me a smile that wasn't completely fake. Her tat glinted at me. Somehow hers was outlined in gold, the Water section a bright yellow. It looked good on her. 
 
    "Your mouth fires off when it really shouldn't," she commented as she sat down in the other chair. 
 
    "Defense mechanism," slipped out and I clamped my mouth shut. The last thing I needed was to tell her anything about my internal woes. She wasn't interested. "So why am I here?" 
 
    She gave me a long look and I shrugged; my conscience was clean. While weird things happened around me, I didn't get in trouble, not really. Last run-in with the cops had been at least three years ago, a high school egging prank.  
 
    "How did you know the victim?" Her voice remained flat and she watched me like she might pull the answers out of my head. I didn't think Water wizards could do that. Not that I had any answers for her to pull out. 
 
    "The who? You mean the dead guy from this morning?" At this point I was lost, what was she talking about? 
 
    "Yes, the man from this morning. How did you know him?" 
 
    My reflection in the mirror showed my jaw hanging open. I snapped my mouth closed and stared at my image as if there might be an answer in my reflection. The panicked look in my eyes and the oversized dark grey t-shirt displaying the Grind Down's logo in bright blue, which seemed almost garish under the florescent lights, held no answers.  
 
    "Um, I didn't. I told Samuel that. What's going on?" I resisted scratching my head. White on grey would stand out way too much. 
 
    "You didn't talk to him at Grind Down, run into him at class, hire him to do something?" 
 
    "Not that I know of. I mean I might have served him and not noticed, but I didn't recognize him. Granted, dead you look different." That comment made me swallow as Stevie's image flashed in my mind. Dead, lifeless, looking nothing like how he had just moments before. I pushed the image away; it never changed, so dwelling on it until I had answers was useless. 
 
    "So, you are sure you don't know," she paused glancing down at her notes, "Harold Court Jr?" 
 
    I riffled through my memories, but nothing about the name seemed at all familiar. "I don't think so. Look, Chief Amosen, should I be calling a lawyer or something?" I had no money to pay one. No idea what one would do, but for the first time in a long time I was scared. Why was I here? They had to know I had nothing to do with his death. Didn't they? 
 
    My heart raced as she looked up and locked eyes with me. The camera in the corner exploded in a shower of sparks. We both whipped around to look at it, wisps of smoke rising up from it.  
 
    "What is it with you and crap happening?" Laurel sighed and dropped the badass attitude, which didn't make me feel much better. "For the record, you have never met Harold Court Jr., never hired him, or asked him to do something for you?" 
 
    "For the record, no. I have no blasted idea what you're talking about." I tried not to panic but being in the police station like this was stripping out my bravado quickly. I wanted my own little sad world back. I knew I wouldn't get to keep it for much longer, but while I could, I wanted to hold it close. 
 
    She glanced at the camera, sighed again, and stood. "Come on. Let's finish this in my office. The smoke is giving me a headache."  
 
    Standing took me a second as my knees trembled. She waited at the door, holding it open for me. As we walked out, she waved at another officer. "Go check on that camera. I want to know why it exploded." 
 
    The officer smirked at me. "Catastrophe Cori struck again?" 
 
    "No such thing, just crap made in China. Get it taken care of. Come on, Cori. I'm sure you'd like to get back to work." Laurel turned and headed down the hall at a quick pace, annoyance in her every step. 
 
    I nodded, silently following her. The nickname usually made me smile, mostly because it was accurate. Things happened around me. The urge to scratch my head gnawed at me, but I followed, still unsure as to the whole reason I was here. I needed to quit reporting dead bodies if they were going to think I had anything to do with their deaths.  
 
    She went into her office, dropping into her chair with a sigh. "Sit, Cori. You don't need a lawyer. You're not in trouble." 
 
    I didn't particularly believe her, I mean she had dragged me into the police station, but I sat in the chair and looked at her warily. 
 
    "Do you know any reason why a private investigator from New York would have your name, or a variation of it, in his wallet?" 
 
    My jaw dropped back down.  
 
    She snorted. "I'll take that as a no." 
 
    "Wait, what?" There were so many things in her question it took me a bit to unpack them. "Private investigator? My name? Variation?" 
 
    She pulled out a sheet of paper and slid it over to me. On it was a photocopy of something that looked like a sticky note in a baggie. Written in blocky letters was a name, my name, well kinda. It was spelled with a K, not a C and the last name was spelled different. 
 
    Kory Monroe. 
 
    "That isn't my name," I pointed out. It was a lame comment, I knew that, but it still freaked me out. Because it sounded like my name if you said it.  
 
    "Which is why I asked. You don't know of any reason someone might be looking for you?" 
 
    Without conscious thought, my head was shaking back and forth. "No, ma'am." My snark was all gone. I'd lived here most of my life. My parents lived here. Everyone knew me and my oddities. So why would someone have my name in their pocket? 
 
    "I figured as much. Okay. You need a ride back to work?" 
 
    They'd taken my phone, but my watch told me it was after noon. Kadia and Molly would be dying. Both of curiosity and worry.  
 
    "Yes, please, ma'am." 
 
    She waved me out of the office and fifteen minutes later I was in the back of a squad car, again, being driven to work.  
 
    "Just drop me a block or so away?" I asked from the back. I got a grunt of agreement as a response, but I didn't care. I had my phone back and I needed to call Jo. 
 
    The cop let me out at the corner. There was a small green space and a bench, and I dropped on it, hitting the first name in my favorites list, Jo-Jo Guz. 
 
    As it rang, I sat on the bench watching cars going by, but all I could do was try to figure out why anyone would be looking for me. And I failed completely. 
 
    "Yo, Cori. What up?" Jo's bright voice, with the lilt of Spanish still in it and the background of power tools whirling. A bit younger than me, Jo planned on working in her dad's shop until she reached twenty-four or emerged. I'd been the oldest kid in my high school class; missing a year of school does that. But in nine months she'd be twenty-one. If you turned twenty-four without emerging, the odds were you'd never become a mage, especially girls. Magic showed up when puberty ended. Lots of young adults went into the military or civil service until they turned twenty-five, then they decided on a career. Magic could and would affect your choices, so why spend time and money on something magic might completely change.  
 
    I knew Jo was getting stressed about not emerging. Most of her family was hedges or wizards, her dad was a Pattern wizard while her mom was a Fire wizard, not that she did much with it besides be the best cook ever. But either way Jo'd have a job at the shop, something she enjoyed even if she didn't emerge. I still looked for a place to belong like that. But I knew she had other plans. Other hopes and dreams. 
 
    "I found another dead body today." 
 
    "Eww. Why can't you ever find money or winning lottery tickets?" Jo must have walked outside as the noise level dropped. "Was it gruesome?" 
 
    "Not really. Just odd, I mean I've never seen a head separated from the body before." 
 
    "Oh, gross. Mi amiga, you have issues that a body like that doesn't affect you," she said, her accent getting more lyrical. 
 
    "That isn't the important part," I blurted, my fingers tingling 'cause I was clenching the bench and my phone so hard. I wiggled them as I watched a repair company truck pull up next to Grind Down, probably to fix the door. 
 
    "Okay? What's the important part?" She sounded confused and I didn't blame her. I was confused and a bit weirded out. 
 
    "He had my name!" I didn't quite screech that last part, but it was close. With a forced cough I cleared my throat and continued talking, this time trying to keep the hysterics down. "He had a piece of paper with my name on it, well sounded like my name. He spelled it with a K and M-o-n-r-o-e instead of M-u-n-r-o-e." 
 
    Jo was silent on the other end. "What do you want? I can come get you. We can track him down. Do you need to stay with me?" 
 
    Something in me melted and I wanted to sob, but that would be silly. "Thank you. Can I come over after work? Maybe get dinner?" I hated to ask, but while the job covered school and my phone, it didn't leave much left after. My parents paid the utilities, and I got health insurance through them, but otherwise, nothing. Besides, the Guzman's made me feel like family. Like I was wanted. 
 
    "Cori! If I told mom you asked that, she'd have your hide. You are family. You know that. Get over early and you can help her roll tamales." 
 
    My mouth watered at the thought. Marisol Guzman still made them the old way, with cornmeal and corn husks, and they were so good. "Will do. Thanks, Jo-Jo." 
 
    "Stop it. We're family. Now you get to work and I need to get back before Stinky throws a fit." 
 
    I snickered and said goodbye, then headed back to Grind Down. The handymen were re-securing the door as I slipped in. 
 
    "CORI!" Both Kadia and Molly yelled as I walked in. They all but swarmed me, ignoring the customers wanting their afternoon caffeine boosts.  
 
    "Are you okay? What did they want?" Molly asked, her eyes worried. She checked me over as if expecting to find out that I'd been roughed up or something. 
 
    "What did you do? Do they think you murdered him?" Kadia asked, the picture of small-town gossip. 
 
    "Nothing. They just needed to ask me some more questions about the guy this morning. I suspect Chief Amosen would have asked me here, but—" I paused and nodded at the fallen door—"my mouthing off annoyed her." Suddenly I didn't want to tell anyone but Jo. I felt like I had a target on my back and that made no sense. Who would be interested in me? 
 
    I continued to assure them it was routine, just some standard questioning and after a few minutes the crowd of people encouraged us to get back to work. I did it with a fervor. Anything to keep me distracted. It didn't work. 
 
    By the time we closed at six, and then I spent an hour cleaning and prepping, mercifully alone, I had worked myself into a nervous wreck. 
 
    Lost heiress 
 
    Kidnap victim 
 
    Identify fraud 
 
    Serial killer target. 
 
    The possibilities and reasons spun in my head until, "ARGH!" I screamed it at the top of my lungs in the empty shop. In response a can of coffee beans slipped off the counter and spilled all over the floor. I slumped over my broom, looked at the beans, and started to clean them up. "Catastrophe Cori, indeed." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The magic wave that appeared in the 1850s seemed to come from nowhere, though later studies showed it rippled outward from the tears between our reality and others. The location of these planar rips was discovered in what is now Area 51. The US government put it under top secret security prior to World War I. But some information was verified before the true understanding of it registered. Three rips, one to each plane labeled Chaos, Order, and Spirit hung in the middle of the Nevada desert. No one discovered what it meant until the 1950s when they closed for a decade. ~ History of Magic 
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    It took me another fifteen minutes to get all the beans cleaned up and finish locking up. I stepped out into the cold night air and pulled my jacket tighter. With a sigh, I started walking to Jo's. Only two miles, I used the time to think. But all I could do was wonder why. People asked me if I'd get magic tested, but you knew when you emerged, and it was always after puberty. I hadn't, so why bother? I didn't need one more thing to tell me I'd failed. Each step seemed heavier and slower than the one before. Even the thought of tamales couldn't get me to pick up the pace. 
 
    The winter sky had reached full dark as I trudged up the street to Jo's. Jo or any of her family would have come and gotten me, but it felt like I asked them for so much. So, I refused to ask them for more if I could avoid it. Food was always my weakness.  
 
    Usually my disasters didn't directly affect me, or even hurt me, and all of them were things that could, and occasionally did, happen to others. But when I tried to cook meals, everything went wrong. Hence my dependence on either food I could microwave, or Jo's mom. 
 
    I turned the front door handle and called out as I stepped in. "It's me!" Shutting the door behind me I slipped off my coat and wandered towards the kitchen. 
 
    "My Cori," Marisol exclaimed from the counter. "I would hug you, mi pequeño, but…" She held up her hands—they were both covered with cornmeal. My mouth started to water just thinking about it. 
 
    "Jo said you were making tamales. Want help?" 
 
    "From you? No. I like my kitchen in one piece. Set the table, por favor?" She had already gone back to expertly making the delicious treats. 
 
    "How many?" Their family was liquid; I was proof of that. Paolo, Jo's oldest brother, had his own place, but since he still hadn't found a girl who could handle the Guzman's, he often came to dinner. Marco was in constant demand by the various girlfriends he had; they all knew each other and usually ate out in a big group. Sanchez, or as everyone called him, Stinky, would be at dinner. He'd rather be playing video games than anything else, even though he worked for his dad as a tow truck driver and provided roadside assistance for most of the insurance companies in the area. 
 
    "Oh, just five. Marco and Paolo are out tonight." Marisol shot me a wicked grin. "It's the fifth date with the same girl for Paolo, so maybe I might get to meet her soon." 
 
    I laughed. Marisol wanted grandkids but not until her children had steady jobs. But Paolo, at twenty-five and with his certifications in car mechanics, would most likely take over the shop when Henri, Jo's dad, retired. 
 
    "Don't count the grandbabies until after the wedding." 
 
    "Oh, I won't pressure him but that doesn't mean I can't hope. The chips are in the cupboard." Marisol changed her instructions as she finished making the tamales and tossed them in the pressure cooker to finish. I helped until she shooed me out of the kitchen. 
 
    I grabbed a few chips and collapsed on the couch, exhausted to the point that my anxiety over the PI had faded. Pulling my phone out, I glared at it, then texted Jo. 
 
    *Where are you? I'm here. Need food.* 
 
    I stared at the phone as if that would make her respond faster. Instead the back door to the garage opened. 
 
    "Mi carino, I'm home," Henri Guzman called out. I had to fight a smile. They were so cute. A flash of sorrow washed through me as what I'd lost when Stevie died hit me again. There were quick footsteps coming down the hall and Jo tore into the living room. 
 
    "There you are. Come with me while I change, and tell me everything," she ordered, grabbing my hand and pulling me up and with her. 
 
    Jo was a force of nature and my best friend. Her long black hair had been pulled up in a ponytail and her jeans curved her ass in a way that made every man look at her. Too bad she preferred girls and we both felt too much like sisters to ever date each other. The second her door was closed she began stripping grease-covered clothes off, revealing the heart on her hip that matched the one on mine. Her heart said 'BFF – Cori' while mine was 'BFF – Jo-Jo'. I hoped it would never change. 
 
    "You aren't talking. Why aren't you talking? I can't help if I don't know what is going on." She shot me a glare as she pulled off her shirt. 
 
    "You're going to jump into the shower in a second, and I hate yelling over the water. Wash and then I'll tell everyone at the dinner table." I flopped down on her bed, feeling morose and unloved. It was a good thing school started in a week; I thought too much when not drowning in deadlines and homework. 
 
    "Wow, you must be worried if you're telling Mami and Papi," she said, pausing with only her underwear on. She naturally posed, emphasizing her round full breasts, at least two cup sizes bigger than mine. 
 
    "You trying to get me to date you? It didn't work, remember? You kissed me at sixteen and you said it was worse than kissing Stinky." 
 
    Jo glanced down at her body and unconscious pose and laughed. "No. I'd rather keep you as my heart's sister. Maybe I can trade Stinky for you? Mami likes you better anyhow." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. It wasn't true. Her mother just adopted strays, and I was one of them. "Get. I'll tell everyone in a bit." Jo stuck her tongue out at me and headed to her private bathroom. That was a luxury wrested from her parents at sixteen after her brothers walked in on her showering, four times. They were jerks. 
 
    I stared at the ceiling trying to get my thoughts ordered. I'd almost succeeded when Jo came out dressed in sweats and a t-shirt. I levered myself off the bed and we headed down to dinner. Henri was there just settling into his chair. Henri's tattoo used to fascinate me as a kid. He'd had it done in a rich gold outline, then filled with a turquoise color that matched Marisol's favorite stone. His magic, Pattern wizard, worked well with his chosen profession as he could see where they broke and sometimes see better ways to repair them. He had served his four years of mandatory service at the Georgia State Department of Transportation after getting his degree. All mages at magician rank or higher were required to go to college and get degrees and the government paid for it. Your minor was always your strongest magic class. They taught you how to control it, make the offerings and the various spells, but then took the equivalent in work as payment.  
 
    Henri had his degree in Mechanical engineering and his minor in Pattern, but he didn't care enough to make magic his driving ability; it was a tool like anything else. He loved working with his hands so used his knowledge of mechanics and willingness to work to start his own business. Marisol on the other hand was a Fire mage, and personally I thought that was why she was such a good cook. She taught math at the local middle school and most everyone liked her. Her tattoo was red and black, and I always expected it to flicker with flames, especially when she was mad. It never did, to my disappointment. But then I didn't usually see her mad. 
 
    We settled in, saying grace, which still made me uncomfortable, then started passing around food. 
 
    "So, Cori, how was your day?" Henri asked once people had food on their plates. My appetite disappeared and I sighed.  
 
    The table went quiet and everyone focused on me, even Stinky. Jo elbowed me in the ribs. "Tell them. Heck, tell me. I still want the details." 
 
    Though being in the spotlight was something I'd almost gotten used to, it still felt uncomfortable to have my second family staring at me like this. Even Stinky. I cleared my throat and explained everything. The dead guy, calling the police, the chief coming to get me, the questioning, and the fact that he had my name.  
 
    "That is not good. I'll help you figure out who he was and why he had your name." Jo's declaration made me smile. She always had my back. 
 
    "Well, we do have a name. He's a private investigator from New York. Harold Court Jr. And, to be accurate, the name was Kory Monroe." I spelled it out so they could see the difference. 
 
    "That sounds too close for comfort. I could see hearing your name and spelling it like that. I do not like this." Henri frowned and turned his gaze towards Jo, who had an intent look on her face. "I will not forbid it, I can't. You are both adults. But be careful, and if you are out at night, call one of the boys." He gave Stinky a look. "Sanchez, that means you and your brothers will not have an issue going somewhere with them." 
 
    My worry spiked when Stinky didn't protest. He nodded and looked at me. "This doesn't sound good. No going off on your crazy adventures by yourself. Either of you." 
 
    Jo sighed, but I felt warm. They weren't my family, but they made me feel like I was theirs. Some days it was the only thing that kept me sane.  
 
    "Thanks. But I wanted to ask if anyone had asked about me. I don't have a picture of him, but maybe someone was around looking for someone by my name?" 
 
    They all looked at each other and then shook their heads.  
 
    Henri said, "Not that I would have told them anything, but I also would have let you know." He frowned as he ate, using the chewing of his food to give him time to think. I'd seen him do this over the years and it still made me smile every time. "Why would someone be looking for you?" 
 
    "I don't know. I've thought of everything and I can't figure out any reason." I hated admitting that, but it was true. I was a young woman in rural Georgia, not anyone famous. I had decent grades, was non-magical, with average looks. I wasn't good enough at sports to be on any of the pre-professional teams. So why would anyone want to find me? Either way it was time to change the topic of conversation. 
 
    "Jo, you still putting in your applications for trade schools?" I knew the answer to that, but I knew her parents didn't. My smile was beatific as she glared at me, then ducked her head. 
 
    "I thought you were going to wait and see if you emerged?" Marisol sounded confused and vaguely hurt. "Then you could go to college and have a guaranteed job after you got out for four years." 
 
    "I know. But the odds are if I emerge," she was interrupted by both parents saying "will emerge" and continued after a soft sigh. "If I emerge, I'll be a hedgie. So, I'd rather go and get my AA with something that will help dad with the shop. There are lots of certs I can get after the AA that mean we can repair and work on more cars. I like working on them, it'll be a way I can help us all. It's smart." Her voice almost pleaded at the end and I reached over and squeezed her hand. Jo shot me a relieved look. We had spent many evenings discussing future plans. I understood her practicality, and I shared it. It drove my need to go to college immediately instead of waiting until after all possibility of emergence had passed. I knew I'd never emerge, and I needed the skills to get a good paying job now. The possibility of my parents ripping the apartment away from me at any moment was just one more thing that drove me to become independent. 
 
    Marisol and Henri looked at each other, an entire argument being conducted with looks and head gestures. Then Henri nodded to his wife.  
 
    "Very well, Josefa. If you emerge and are less than a magician, you can continue with your plan and get the certifications you've talked about. I won't deny it would be a help as two of your brothers don't want to stay in this business. But if you come out at magician or higher, you attend and get your degree, one that lets you follow your dreams. Promise me, Josefa. I know you don't mind working on cars, but that isn't what you dream." 
 
    Jo didn't look at anyone, her fingers fiddling with the corn husk wrappers discarded on her plate. 
 
    I nudged her with an elbow. "Tell them. Or I will." 
 
    Jo huffed out a breath and glared at me sideways. "Traitor." 
 
    "Nope. I just know what you really want." 
 
    "Fine." She pouted, but I knew she was relieved to actually tell her parents. Normally she hid her own wants so that she could help everyone else. "I'd really like to be some sort of mechanical engineer. I love engines and electricity and how to generate it. I want to figure out how to build better cars and make it so they're safer for everyone. But without it being paid for, I, we, can't afford it. So, I was going to do the cars. I do enjoy it. " 
 
    I kept my eyes on my own food, not wanting to look up. I might cry if I did. She'd mentioned it before, but she'd always said doctor before. As always, Jo wanted to help me figure out the thing that haunted my soul. I could feel her parents' eyes on me. They knew. They'd always known. 
 
    "I think that is an excellent idea." Marisol's voice was warm. "I do wish, Cori, you had waited to see if you emerged. Both of you going to college together would have been perfect." 
 
    Lifting my head, I managed to smile. "You know I won't. Parents are both non-magical." I hated the term norms—it implied mages weren't normal. At this point they were more common than blue eyes, though merlins were still as rare as truly violet eyes and just as noticeable. With a shake of my head, as if I could rattle my thoughts back into the dark corners of my mind, I smiled. "We'll make it work. I'm not letting her go that easily." 
 
    Stinky mock leered at me. "I'd date you, Cori. Then you'd really be family." 
 
    "Ewwww," Jo and I said in unison as Henri reached out and bopped his son on the back of the head. Sanchez was a good young man, but he'd been the annoying older brother stuck watching his sister. And the thought of dating him made my stomach turn. I'd rather date Jo. It wasn't anything personal, just that he was Stinky. The childhood name had stuck when as a tween, he'd picked up a skunk by the tail on a dare. The expected happened and he had a nickname that years later still stuck to him the way that stink had. But Sanchez and I were not couple material. 
 
    Stinky pouted at me and reached over to pick up the pitcher of water to refill his glass. As he lifted it up to pour the water out, the handle snapped off and dumped the water into his lap. 
 
    Now soaked, he looked at all of us, eyes wide in surprise. We broke into laughter as Stinky mock scowled at us. I got up and grabbed a towel so he could wipe up. He might be a pain and cared too much about his computer games, but he was a good brother and would be there for us if we needed him. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    While mages pulled in by the draft are given the leeway to decide what degree they choose, often they are encouraged to the point of being told to follow degrees that mesh well with their strongest branch. For example, if you are a Fire wizard, then you'd be encouraged towards things that use fire: industrial engineering, cooking, solar physics. Someone strong in Transform is pushed towards medicine, biology, or chemistry. What you are pale in can be taken into consideration, but a good mage learns to combine all their branches for the best effect. ~ History of Magic 
 
    [image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
    True to his word, Stinky drove me home. Jo and I had plans for tomorrow to start researching who this guy was and see if we could figure out anything about it. Worst case I'd go down to the police station and see what the two of us could wheedle out of Samuel. Even though Sam knew Jo liked women, he still could be swayed by her teasing. It was her superpower—neither men nor women could resist her. 
 
    I walked up to the detached garage and started up the steps. Between all the walking I did and these stairs, I didn't have to worry about staying in shape, though I really needed to put on some weight. A burst of laughter grabbed my attention and I stopped at the landing, leaning on the railing looking down towards my parent's house. From the landing leading to my apartment over the garage I could see through the large picture windows into the living room. They normally kept the curtains closed, but today they were open. I watched, riveted by what I saw.  
 
    In the living room my younger brother Kris, he had to be six or maybe seven by now, ran around the living room shrieking in laughter as my dad chased him around. Mom leaned in the doorway, arms folded, an amused look on her face.  
 
    My heart seized as I watched, missing that, remembering what it had felt like for them to pay attention to me. Before. Someday I'd find a way to make them … what? I didn't know what I wanted to find. Something that made them proud? Happy? I think they loved me. Maybe I was looking for something that would let them forgive me, and maybe I could forgive myself. Pushing it down, (that problem wouldn't be solved tonight,) I turned and headed into my apartment, locking the door behind me. 
 
    Originally built as a way to make extra money from the local college students who wanted a place close enough but not be part of the campus life, it became mine at 14. I guessed I was that college student it had been built for, not that they charged me rent. Everything was paid for and they left me two hundred a month to help with bills in an envelope under the mat.  
 
    Walking in I flipped on the lights and headed for my computer. I had some research to do. The clock on the wall stopped me. Nine o'clock. And I needed to be up by five am to get to work by six.  
 
    Thirty minutes. I can take that long to see what I can figure out. 
 
    I sat down in front of my laptop, one I'd bought with money from the Grind Down and used for all my schoolwork. It sat on an anti-static pad, had a surge protector, and was secured to the desk. I strapped an anti-static strap to my arm before I even lifted the lid. With all the damage that happened to things around me, I couldn't afford to lose my laptop. I'd already had to replace my cheap microwave twice. 
 
    Pulling up the search engine, I typed in the guy's name and "New York". A minute later I found his website, his smiling face looking out at me. It fascinated me how different yet the same you looked when you were dead. Something was missing from the eyes after you died.  
 
    Clicking through the website didn't tell me much other than he specialized in missing persons. But I wasn't missing. I'd seen my baby photos. Heck, the doctor that delivered me came into the café sometimes, so it wasn't like I'd been stolen at birth or anything. And my name was on the birth certificate all spelled out. Corisande Lorelei Munroe. My grandmother's name had been Lorelei, not that I'd ever met her. She'd died a year before I was born, but Mom had wanted to honor her. 
 
    With a sigh I closed the laptop. There wasn't much that I could figure out or even find out. Maybe I'd call his office in the morning and see if I could find out anything. Disconnecting carefully, I stood up and stepped away. Exhausted from the day, I headed to the bedroom, only to trip over the rug in the hallway and slam into the bookshelf at the end of the hall. It tipped over and a cascade of heavy medical books, textbooks, school awards, and notebooks pummeled me. 
 
    Instinctively I covered my head. This wasn't my first time being attacked by inanimate objects. It happened pretty often. When the shower of objects stopped, I raised my head slowly and peered at the disaster.  
 
    So much for getting to bed on time. 
 
    I stood up and began putting things away. Leaving it would bug me so much it wasn't worth the effort. As I sorted and re-shelved, I wondered what else would happen with the dead guy and if I could make it to work on time. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, because there were a lot of papers that had fallen out when the notebooks popped open, I finished cleaning up. Ready for bed, a peal of laughter, oddly familiar laughter, caught my attention. Unable to resist, I walked to my door, opened it, and stepped out onto the deck. Pain wrapped my soul tight as I looked out on the scene. 
 
    Shrieking with laughter Kris ran around the lawn, a cape streaming from his shoulders, waving a sparkler in the dark January evening. They had the yard lights on, and it gave me a crystal- clear view of everything. 
 
    "I am Batman!" he shrieked. Mom and Dad stood on the porch watching, trying to convince him to come in, but neither were trying too hard. Instead they had looks on their faces I hadn't seen in longer than I could remember. Warm, caring, loving. My chest hurt and I fought to swallow as I watched him. He looked like me. Same dark hair and smile. I couldn't remember the color of his eyes. What were they? Brown like mine and Dads? Or more hazel like Mom's? So many questions that shouldn't exist.  
 
    Watching him, watching them, the family I didn't get to have, was like poking at a wound to see if it would start bleeding again. It didn't, but the pain spread out through every inch of my body. My head itched fiercely and I reached up to scratch, scattering that blasted dandruff everywhere. Something behind me in the apartment fell, but I didn't turn or even think about what disaster awaited me inside. I couldn't look away from them. An image of Stevie laughing popped into my mind, and for a second I saw him running around the lawn. I bit my lip hard as the memories spiraled through me.  
 
    Maybe I could go down there, get to talk to them. Maybe the pain had faded. Maybe they could look at me again. 
 
    Mom stepped off the porch, a smile making her look younger than the last time I was close enough to really see her. Kris had been about two then. She'd handed me the keys to the apartment, told me it was my place now. They'd pay for everything and cover up to five hundred a month in food. That everything was explained in the envelope. All my stuff was already there. She'd turned and walked away, leaving me standing there. My brother babbled at Dad, looking at me as if I was a stranger. Which I guess I was.  
 
    I choked on the emotions in my throat. I should go in. Standing here, watching this hurt too much. As always, I searched my heart for anger or even resentment, but all I could find were questions. Why? What should I have done? Would they have been happier if I died instead? Did they blame me? 
 
    The reasons were obvious, but I shied away from that memory.  
 
    Why court pain? Instead I watched as Mom reached him, grabbing his arms and swinging him in a circle. He was getting big. He might be taller than Dad by the time he became a teenager. They looked so happy. I remembered that happiness. I'd been part of that once.  
 
    I couldn't tear my eyes away, wanting, needing, pleading to be there. Maybe I moved, or maybe the keening in my soul was audible. Estella, my Mom, looked up and her body froze, face staring in my direction. Her voice, sharp and high, emerged, though I couldn't make out what she said. My dad glanced up and he stiffened too. Kris looked up at me, a grin so wide I could see it from there, and waved at me. He kept waving even as they dragged him into the house and shut the door, locking me out. 
 
    Story of my life, always on the outside looking in. 
 
    I shook my head and went inside. I needed to get to bed so I could get to work tomorrow. The more I worked, the more I could save, and the sooner I could get away from here. Away from Jo? That hurt but compared to what happened every time I saw them, at least Jo would still talk to me. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The rank of merlin, based on the legends of Merlin, was originally set as another word for mage. But over the years the meaning has changed. It is a title, a rank, but also the person and a favorite to use as an oath. When magic first arose, most mages were called merlins. But over time, as science and our knowledge about magic expanded, we saw there were different ranks to them. Now only those beyond our ability to measure are afforded that title and rank. ~ History of Magic 
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    I woke to my alarm blaring. With a groan, I struggled out of bed and over to the alarm clock to shut it off. The cute little mechanical alarm was a present from Jo a few years ago. The electric ones seemed to die, lose time, or just not go off. And if the clock was near me, I would somehow knock it off or have it break during the night. Having it on the shelf on the other side of the room worked well and I hadn't managed to kill it yet. That was impressive. The only other things that I'd kept for more than two years were my phone and laptop, but my paranoia about them might have been called excessive if the person saying that had never been in my presence for more than a few hours. 
 
    Mornings suck. Why do we have mornings? Thank the laws of magic we have coffee.  
 
    I stared bleary eyed at myself in the bathroom mirror wishing I'd already had a cup of coffee. With a groan I started the process of getting ready for the day. A quick shower in my tiny bathroom, hair and teeth brushed, I headed out the door and stopped at the envelope peeking out at me. I stood staring at it, the cold air stinging my face. I reached down, picked it up, and stepped back inside. The door closed to trap the heat inside, I opened it, wary and curious at the same time.  
 
    Five hundred dollars in hundred-dollar bills lay inside. A slip of paper fell out onto the counter. With fingers that I refused to let tremble, I picked it up. There, in my mother's handwriting, were two words. "I'm sorry." 
 
    Guilt, shame, sorrow, and bewilderment hit me all at once and I didn't know if I wanted to scream or cry. Instead, I put the note with the blank birthday and Christmas cards I'd gotten for the last seven years, always pretty, always containing money, never with anything else. Storing them away with care, I took a deep breath and headed out the door. I still needed to get to work. School started in a few days, so I needed to get in as many hours as I could. I glanced at my watch—five-thirty. It would take me ten minutes to walk to work, which gave me about twenty minutes to deal with any oddities.  
 
    With a forced grin I locked everything away, setting out to see what would attack me today and maybe get some answers about the private detective.  
 
    It turned out to be a quiet day. My walk in found two unscratched lottery tickets. Those I saved for Jo. If I scratched them, they would have no value. If she scratched them, she'd get about a hundred and we could probably go do something fun. I saw Mortimer the white cat again, this time observing a bird with a fixed stare. Deciding I didn't need a repeat of yesterday, I kept moving and got to work before anyone else.  
 
    It will be a good day. I need a good day. One full of answers and lacking any disasters. I want too much. I know that. The universe will dash my hopes, but until then I can dream. Can't I? 
 
    It was not a good day. That would have been too easy. 
 
    One espresso machine jammed, and it took me an hour to fix it. Then a grinder lid hadn't been put on fully and it blew coffee grounds everywhere. The capper was a customer who came in and got two carry trays full of drinks and they both collapsed as she lifted them off the counter. Coffee drinks everywhere. We spent ten minutes remaking them all, and a half hour cleaning up the mess.  
 
    Then, because life hated me, Shay walked into the cafe. Glaring at me as usual. "You were supposed to be off at three. You have classes at four."  
 
    "I had classes at four. School doesn't start back up until next week and I'll find out the new schedule then. And how did you know that? Are you stalking me Shay? So bored you need to torture a poor student?" 
 
    "I don't need to. I can't not intersect with you. Someday there will be purpose in our meetings. Today is not that day." His tattoo glinted at me and I wondered why I still gave him so much shit, knowing he was a merlin. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and stared at him. "Does that mean I don't need to serve you? Cause really, I can go back to do other stuff." 
 
    "Of course not. I'm here, therefore I need to be caffeinated." 
 
    Kadia slid his drink on the counter. Even her normally bubbly personality had been dampened by the day. The clock read four-thirty. Soon the day would be over.  
 
    He glanced at both of us, our wet aprons, flat hair, and exhausted looks. Shay sighed and put a five in our tip jar, taking his coffee over to his usual corner, then disappeared into his laptop for all the attention he paid to the world around him. 
 
    I looked around the café then at Kadia. "Ready to clean up? I'll kick Shay out last." 
 
    Kadia nodded. "Yes. I'm exhausted. This has been a day." 
 
    That was hardly the word. In silent unison we cleaned, stocked, and got ready to go, even as my mind spun. I started classes in a few days, so my time to figure out what the PI was looking for was running out.  
 
    "Shay, we're closing," I called out. Shay grunted in response, but a minute later he'd gotten up and headed to the door, tossing his cup as he went. 
 
    Kadia left via the front door and I locked it behind her. Flipping off lights as I went through, I tried to make a game plan for when I got home. Stepping out the back door, I thumped into someone. A scream ripped out of my throat and the light at the end of the alley exploded in a shower of sparks. 
 
    "Whoa! Cori, it's me, Sanchez." His voice, adult rough, cut through my fear as he grabbed my shoulders, stopping me from falling backwards and probably breaking something. 
 
    "Yeesh, Stinky, you trying to give her a heart attack?" Jo's voice came from further down the alley and I craned my head to see her sitting in his truck. "Come on. Mom's waiting for us and we have research to do, chica!" 
 
    "Marisol sent you to get me?" I asked, my heart still feeling like it was about to shred into a million parts. 
 
    "Si. No going by yourself. You should have had me drive you to work," he muttered as we walked back to his truck and I tried to get my breathing to even out. 
 
    "Sanchez," I said. He was being nice so he deserved his real name. "I'm not going to expect you to get up that early and drive me to work." 
 
    He cast me a funny look. "You do remember who my father is, right? I'm up and in the shop by five-thirty. Heck, if I take you to work, I can get good coffee and not that crap he drinks." 
 
    "You have a point there. Fine. Tomorrow I open, then again on Sunday. But then I won't know for sure what my schedule will be. School starts and all it says for my practicals is To Be Determined. Which tells me nothing." I climbed into the truck, a mixture of relief and worry clashing in me. I had kinda wanted to go home and research more. I never had time to do what I needed. How in the world did single parents survive? It increased my lack of desire to get pregnant, not that anyone was even interested in me. No one wanted to get too serious until after about twenty-two. You would want to emerge if you were going to before getting pregnant. Emerging while pregnant meant the death of the infant, if you were lucky. 
 
    "To what do I owe the honor of both of you picking me up? And was I supposed to come over for dinner?" Not that I minded. But still, I didn't want to wear out my welcome. If I did that, it might kill me. 
 
    "No, but you're always welcome. Nah, Papi said he wanted to talk to us," Jo said as she pulled her coat tighter. "Now come on, Stinky. I'm ready for dinner. Mami is making enchilada lasagna, and I'm starving." 
 
    Stinky grunted and started up the truck as I buckled in. The ride was quiet, mainly because Jo was focused on flirting via text with a girl she'd met at the shop. Sanchez didn't talk much, and I was too wrapped up in my own dilemmas. Odds were Jo would date her a few times and then find a reason to not continue. I couldn't figure out if she was waiting for something? Or just not ready to have to decide on anything right now. Maybe both. 
 
    The questions were spiraling and about to drive me crazy. To my relief, we arrived at the Guzman's house before I lost my tentative hold on sanity. 
 
    The cold January air nipped at my cheeks, making me glad I wasn't walking home. I needed to get a better coat, maybe with the extra money. I wanted to probe at that too, but there was only so much I could do in a single day. And not talking to my parents usually was at the top of my list. 
 
    The smells and lively conversation wrapped around me as I stepped inside the house. Shucking our coats, Jo pulled me into the dining room where a rich bubbly pan of enchilada lasagna was being set down.  
 
    "Grab glasses, Josefa. Everyone else sit," Marisol ordered. I followed the orders gladly, my stomach rumbling at the smell. Marco was there flashing a smile at me. I nodded back. He was handsome, and a flirt, and just not anyone I was interested in. 
 
    Jo set the glasses on the table, filled them up with water, then dropped into a chair. Her eyes were locked on the enchiladas too. There was also salad, tortillas, butter, and beans. But they all paled compared to that smell. 
 
    "I really need to learn to cook," I muttered as we all got servings of rich cheesy goodness put on our plates. 
 
    "You can cook just fine, Cori," Marisol reproved. "You just don't pay enough attention and accidents happen." 
 
    I felt slightly wounded. Some of my incidents really were about my not paying attention, such as my tripping last night. "Hey, I didn't cause the microwave to short out." But using salt instead of sugar and setting the oven to 450 instead of 350 I couldn't deny as my fault. 
 
    "Accidents happen to everyone. You just don't pay attention and hence Murphy's Luck follows you like a lost cat." 
 
    I didn't roll my eyes—it would have hurt her feelings—but I did internally. Though I wouldn't have minded a cat. Something to keep me company in the evenings that wouldn't require me to walk it. Maybe after I graduated I could get one. 
 
    That thought worried me. Graduation. How would I stay close to Jo and everyone? But I couldn't stay here. One more semester and I'd graduate with my AAS in Emergency Medical Technologies, Criminal Justice, and Medical Assistant. Which should guarantee me a job and ensure I never had to watch someone die again while I was useless. I hoped. I still needed to pass the tests, but I wasn't worried about them. The college offered practice tests and I'd aced all of them. I just needed the degree and I'd get a job somewhere away from here. 
 
    The dichotomy pulled at me. Away from my parents and the memories was a positive. Away from Jo, the Guzman's, the Grind Down? That registered as a solid negative in my book. 
 
    My thoughts disappeared with the first taste of cheese and spices. The entire table fell silent, everyone focused on food first, conversation later.  
 
    When the first round of inhalation had faded, chatter slowly started up, first with Marisol asking about the girl Jo was flirting with. Jo for her part played it down, but I could tell she rather liked this one. Stinky and I exchanged amused glances. Jo fell hard, burned fast, and then walked away. Someday she'd find the one to stick with forever. I'd search for the person that matched with her if I needed to. I didn't want her to have an empty life like me. 
 
    I didn't need to go down that thought trail and I grabbed some frijoles negros to give myself something to do. Well that and they tasted incredible. I really need to learn to cook, or at least not screw things up in the kitchen. 
 
    "Cori?"  
 
    I jerked my head up at Henri calling my name. My mouth was full, so I just nodded at him instead of saying anything. I'd learned not to eat too fast. I had a tendency to inhale food into my lungs if I did. Lying on the floor gagging from coughing so hard ranked very high on my "Don't Repeat" list. 
 
    "The chief came by the shop today." 
 
    The table went silent. Even the clink of silverware halted. I choked on my beans. Five minutes later, finally able to breathe again and with most of the tears wiped off my face, I looked at Henri. 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "Laurel wanted to know if anyone had been by the shop. Showed me the picture of the man. Harold Court. I looked at it a long time, but I told her I hadn't seen anyone like that." 
 
    "She asked me and Sanchez too," Marco put in, an odd, grave look on his face. "But we didn't remember seeing him, and I can guarantee that we didn't talk to him. I'd remember anyone asking questions about you," he assured me.  
 
    I forced a smile but remained a bit confused. "That doesn't surprise me, and I still want to know why he was looking for me or someone with something like my name. I mean if my name was Mary Williams, maybe it wouldn't be so odd. But Kory? That isn't any more common than Cori is." I drew out the letters in the air as I spoke, to make clear which one I meant.  
 
    "Which is why I think Laurel is following up on it." Henri frowned and my gut curled in on itself a bit more. 
 
    "Right, so while I'm glad you told me, I'm not sure why you told me. I mean, I figured she would, but why make it such a big deal?" I knew that sentence sounded awkward, but how do you explain the complexity without sounding like a babbling idiot? Then again, they knew me inside and out, so I doubt my confusing explanation bothered them.  
 
    Henri took a deep breath and the yummy enchilada threatened to turn into acid in my stomach. 
 
    "We talked for a while, and she mentioned she'd swung by and talked to Estella and Rafael to see if they'd seen or talked to anyone about you." His voice had gotten cold as he said that. 
 
    The names of my parents fell like explosions into the quiet room. Jo and Stinky erupted into yells. 
 
    "Why would she talk to them? They don't even talk to Cori." That was Jo, at least I thought it was. The room seemed to have receded a bit from my awareness. 
 
    "Like they'd care if someone was looking for her. Not that they'd admit to knowing who she was!" Sanchez shouted. He'd even stood up from the table. 
 
    Marisol was muttering in Spanish under her breath and I could catch various words casting aspersions on Laurel's intelligence, but more about my parent's lack of parenting. 
 
    "Shush, shouting doesn't change anything. Laurel mentioned she wanted to make sure they weren't involved in some way. Asking seemed the most direct path." Henri sounded calm and logical, and that made it hurt even more. 
 
    I bolted down the hall to the bathroom and everything came back up. It didn't taste as good the second time. Why would they have been involved? Was talking to me so hard? I lived less than a hundred yards from their house. If they needed to talk to me, to see me, couldn't they walk up the stairs? 
 
    Tears threatened, but I fought them back. Instead I focused on the last time I'd actually spoken to my parents. I had to think about it, but it was my eighteenth birthday. I'd run into them at the grocery store. My mom had looked at me, Kris in the grocery cart. She'd reached into her purse and handed me a prepaid debit card. I still remember her words, "Here. Buy something you want." And she turned and pushed the cart away. Dad had stood there looking at me then he'd said, "I'll send you the paperwork you need now that you're an adult." And with that he'd turned and followed Mom out. I walked out of the store, crying so hard I almost got hit by a car. It was the last time I'd let myself cry for them. 
 
    Which meant I wouldn't cry today. 
 
    I washed my face and walked back out, but this time the food smells assaulted me, threatening what little remained in my stomach. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Cori. I thought you should know." Henri looked so apologetic and worried.  
 
    "Not an issue. Thanks for telling me. Sanchez, could you give me a ride home?" I knew I was running, but this time no one blamed me. Nor tried to stop me.  
 
    "One minute, Cori. Let me send you home with something." Marisol was up and bustling in the kitchen and before I could come up with the words to protest, she handed me an insulated lunch bag. "Here's some left over enchiladas, fresh tortillas, and homemade salsa. I know you have chips. This is for later when you decide you're hungry." I didn't try to refuse—I would be hungry later. 
 
    "Thanks, Marisol." I sounded weepy. I wasn't weepy.  
 
    She pulled me into a tight hug. "You are family, mi hija, just like Josefa. You always have a home here." 
 
    Dammit, I will not start crying here. 
 
    I hugged her back hard, then pulled back. I needed to think about this bombshell. 
 
    "Thanks. Stinky? Ready?" 
 
    "Sure, Cori." We were out the door and driving, Jo recognizing I needed space. I'd text her later or even call, but right now I needed to think. 
 
    The great thing about Stinky, he didn't pry. But as I got out of the truck at my apartment he spoke, surprising me.  
 
    "Hey, Cori?" I turned back to him, curious. "You need anything, you get scared, or you think something's wrong, call. Mom and Dad weren't happy when your parents moved you to this place and Jo told us. For days there were arguments about you moving in with us and rooming with Jo. They almost did. But you act fine, real good, even when you aren't. We should have done more, but you'd been dealing with them for years and you seemed happier there. So they didn't." He cleared his throat, not looking at me, but at the house where my parents and brother lived. "Look, I'm trying to say, I know you're an adult, and I know I was a shit kid to you. But if you need something we're here. Got it?" 
 
    "Better watch it, Stinky. I might start to like you." I smiled to show I was teasing and he flashed a smile at me.  
 
    "Just don't forget. Now get going. I've got a raid later tonight."  
 
    I rolled my eyes. "You and your video games. You ever going to get a real life?" 
 
    "Why? I like my fantasy life just fine." 
 
    With a laugh I headed up my stairs. I heard his truck pulling away as I shut the door. I leaned against it, the choice bouncing in my head. Go talk to my parents or not? Ask them what they know or not? 
 
    I stared at the cup laying shattered on the floor. Closing the door must have jarred it enough to fall off the shelf.  
 
    I had to talk to them. I had to know. I was already upset, why not get it over with now? With a sigh I turned and went back down the stairs and headed towards the house I'd grown up in.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Emergence is what the appearance of magic in any given person is called. It generally has been described as a warm flush, then everything imploding and exploding in you at the same time. An intrinsic understanding of what offerings are and how much is needed to do any amount of magic is embedded, though training and practice are required to make coherent sense of choosing what genetic material to lose. ~ Magic Explained 
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    They're my parents. They'll let me know if they were involved in this. Right? 
 
    I felt like I was facing my worst fear and steeling myself for war at the same time. It felt wrong to confront my parents. We'd spent the last five years avoiding each other, trying not to admit the other existed, or at least that was what I assumed. They'd never said, they just faded away from me and did everything possible to make sure I didn't need them. 
 
    Was it even worth the effort? Why would they be involved? Everything there was to know about me they either knew or could have found out just by asking. I didn't know if I'd open my heart to them, but maybe.  
 
    No, I have to know. They need to tell me. 
 
    Marching up to the front steps I knocked on the door. My knock rang in my heart and mind like the warning bell at school. Was it warning that my family was about to get the death knell? Or that maybe something would change for the better?  
 
    I heard steps approaching and was suddenly aware of my grimy condition. Between working all day, then getting sick at the Guzman's, I looked and smelled a wreck. Why hadn't I changed first? 
 
    The doorknob turning and the door pulling open shut down my internal flailing. I looked up as my dad's gaze locked with mine. His eyes went wide as his face paled. He took a stance at the door as if I was trying to break in or might charge him. 
 
    "May I help you?" 
 
    The overly polite formal voice wasn't any more than I had expected, yet it still hurt. "I wanted to talk to you and—" I hesitated unsure what to call her anymore. I cleared my throat. "—you and Estella about what the cops asked. I need to know about the private investigator." 
 
    "We didn't know anything and told the chief that." He started to close the door when I heard Estella's voice behind him.  
 
    "Who is it, Rafe?" Even as she spoke, I saw her approach the door and pull it open. Rafael let her, even as his body stiffened even more. She flinched when she saw me. "Why are you here?" 
 
    At this rate the blows to my soul would kill me. "I'd like to talk to you both? Please? Did you know the investigator? Why was he hired to find me? Did you do it? Is there something going on I should know about? Are people looking for you? For us?" The questions spilled out of me like a stream of over-caffeinated coffee and I wanted to sew my mouth shut. I didn't need them, but I needed answers. 
 
    "Hey, Mom! Are we having pizza rolls?" The question was shouted behind my parents and a moment later a head peeked between them. "Hi! You're the student renter? Wanna come in for dinner? Mom made pizza rolls. I seen you around. You're pretty. Mom, you letting her in?" The stream of questions sounded so much like mine I had to smile. Both of my parents flinched, and my smile faded.  
 
    "Kris, she can't come in. Our renter just needed to ask us a question about a report. Go get your homework and what book you want to read." Estella's words, dismissing me as a renter, not even admitting that I was her daughter caused another sharp pain to stab through my chest.  
 
    "Okay, Mom. Bye, lady." His head pulled back, the brown hair ruffling just the way Stevie's had. I closed my eyes for a minute, listening to the pounding of his feet as he sped away. 
 
    "Really? You aren't even going to admit you have a daughter? Are you ever going to tell him that he also had a brother?" My throat choked up. "People will ask when he gets a bit older. They know me. They knew Stevie." 
 
    My parents exchanged an odd look that I couldn't interpret. "We didn't talk to, or see, the man the police showed us. Nor do we know of anyone that could be looking for you. As you know, we are both only children. If we knew anything, we would have told the police." Estella said all this not looking at me, though if she turned any paler, I'd start worrying she was bleeding out somewhere.  
 
    "If you need any help with the apartment or if something goes wrong, please use the email address for the apartment. Now if you would excuse us, we need to go to dinner." Rafael stepped back from the door as did Estella, almost as if they had practiced the maneuver. In a smooth motion the door shut in my face, leaving me standing there, none of my questions really answered and even more spiraling through my brain. 
 
    I don't know how long I stood there. Rage and sorrow waged a war in my heart. I raised my hand to pound on the door but froze halfway through the motion. What good would it do? Would it change anything if I threw a fit? Would it hurt Kris? 
 
    I don't need them. I haven't for a while. I need to walk away. 
 
    My arm ached from holding it there. It was that pain that finally let me turn and head back to my apartment, my fingers and arm numb from the cold. The heat inside my apartment came as a welcome relief. Standing inside the door, I stared at the card, the one holding the five hundred. I needed to get it into the bank, but a part of me wanted to tear it into pieces and dump it in front of them. 
 
    The light bulb over the stove fritzed out with a crack. I didn't even bother to sigh, just went over and replaced it with one from my stash. I purchased cheap bulbs in very large packs. That replaced, I put the money in my purse. I'd walk to the bank at lunch. 
 
    The clock glared at me. After eight. I needed to talk to the chief, to find out if there was any progress. I should move, research, do something. Instead, I stood in the middle of my kitchen and let the last few dreams I had of my parents coming back into my life fade away. I gave in and scratched my head, ignoring the white particles that cascaded down as I headed to bed. Nothing else mattered now. School started Monday and then my weeks would be full of work and study. Now was my only chance to find out the answers I craved. I still wanted to be a doctor, but I'd never make it through the course, and didn't have the funding to afford that level of schooling. Besides, the idea of something weird happening during surgery scared the daylights out of me. 
 
    I shook my head. I needed to chill out and focus. My parents were nothing new; that had been going on since - well since Stevie died. Me crying over it now would not change it. Someday I'd be able to think or say that and truly mean it. For now, I kept trying to pretend. Six more months - I could make it. I had to make it.  
 
    That thought, or was it a dream, followed me to bed. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Magic strengths are denoted by pale or full. Many people think this comes from the idea of being a pale comparison – i.e., a lighter shade of something darker, more full. In truth it comes from the phases of the moon; full, waxing, and waning in light and power. Originally you were full of Air or full of Spirit, and waning in Water or Transform. But people wanted it associated with positives, so strong took the place of full. But the moon terminology held on with the idea of a pale moon. Hence secondary skills are still regarded as 'pale'. ~History of Magic 
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    I should never hope for a good day—it's guaranteed it won't be. 
 
    Stinky picked me up at five-thirty on the dot and I was at work in record time. I treated him to the best coffee I could make and filled up his cup. Though if he survived after drinking 32 ounces of my high-octane brew, magic was good for more than I thought. From there the day went downhill. 
 
    Kadia called out. She had gone out for sushi last night and got food poisoning. I could have told her any place around Rockway wasn't a good place to get sushi. But that meant I had Molly as help for the morning rush, which meant I had no help at all. Molly struggled to such a point that in the chaos of Friday morning orders, I gave in and asked her to just restock. It was less stress to just do it all. By nine-thirty most of the crowd had disappeared, Molly had come back to help me clean, and things were just settling down when Shay walked in. 
 
    I didn't groan. I didn't. But I did steel myself as he walked up to the counter, his odd green-gray eyes locked on mine, contrasting to his red hair.  
 
    "Disaster follows you like stink on a skunk. But your time here is winding down. The paths that lead you away will make you grow in ways you never wanted." 
 
    I blinked then frowned at him. Yes, the shop looked a bit rough—I needed to finish picking up, not to mention get things restocked. "Hey, Molly?" I asked, but I kept my eyes on Shay. For some reason he always reacted to me, and I didn't understand why. I knew he was a merlin—that shouted out at everyone who glanced at his face—but I had no idea what he did or who he worked for. He always worked on his computer, and traveled a lot, but that was the extent of my knowledge.  
 
    "Yeah?" I could sense her behind me, watching.  
 
    "Are you going to fire me in near future?" 
 
    "Hadn't planned on it," she replied. "If I did that, I'd run myself out of business before I got someone to replace you." 
 
    "Well, I am graduating this summer," I responded, smirking at Shay. He didn't look impressed. 
 
    "Don't remind me. I'm in denial, thank you very much." Molly groaned. "The floor is sticky, let me go get the mop. And I really need Carl to show up for his shift. Early would be nice."  
 
    I heard her move away from me and I looked at Shay. "I think I'll be here for a bit. So what can I get you? Your usual?" 
 
    "Time is relative and paths twist, but yours are all going away, never to be here for long again. Yes, my usual." His tone didn't change, and it took me a minute to realize he had answered my question. And to convince my skin that crawling in reaction to his words was ridiculous. 
 
    I fought to shake the feeling off as I made his usual drink, then started to put all the baked goods into the display tray. Molly left them there as she went to get stuff to mop up the spilled drinks. Nothing major, but coffee always spilled when you moved as fast as I had been moving that morning.  
 
    That notion made me realize there hadn't been any disasters today. Maybe this odd effect was starting to dissipate. I handed Shay his drink and he headed to his favorite corner table and chair. As he sat, the chair collapsed underneath him. 
 
    That's what I get for thinking things were going well. 
 
    The frantic thought ricocheted through my mind as I tore towards Shay. If he'd been hurt, I'd never forgive myself. The chair lay in pieces under him. To my utter relief he'd set his coffee on the table before he sat down. Hot coffee dumped on him would have made it worse. Our coffee was HOT. 
 
    "Shay are you okay?" 
 
    He seemed a bit dazed and looked up at me, a strange expression of exasperation on his face. "I should know by now your effect on the entropy lines. I just hadn't expected it to be this blatant. I shouldn't be surprised. All the lines are being pulled towards your vortex, regardless." 
 
    I had no idea what the meant, but as he was standing slowly and brushing himself off, I figured it meant he'd survive. I pulled out another chair for him and went to work collecting the pieces of the chair that used to be there. It looked like the chair had been infested with dry rot and when he sat down it basically disintegrated. 
 
    "Everything okay?" Molly asked, coming out of the back, holding the mop, a worried look on her face. 
 
    "Yeah, but we should probably get the rest of the chairs checked. Shay, are you sure you're okay?" He drove me crazy but that didn't mean I wanted him injured.  
 
    He waved his hand, shooing me away. "Fine, fine. Entropy and convergence have been, and always will be, my bane."  
 
    It made no sense to me, but I slunk back to the counter. How in the world had that happened? There were days when I felt like I should be the one in a bubble, but everyone knew these weird things weren't my fault. I'd never emerged, and they'd been going on for years. So not me, but that didn't mean I didn't feel guilty. I went back to work, trying to shake the feeling of unease and focus on the issue of my name.  
 
    It must be me, right? I think Jo is right and it has something to do with family. But then why wouldn't they have talked to Mom and Dad? Or heck, knocked on my door? 
 
    That line of thought didn't make sense as any family investigation would start with talking to my parents. And while they might have lied to me, they would never lie to Chief Laurel Amosen. My head itched so badly I had to clench my fists to not go and scratch it. I hated the stupid dandruff. Like I didn't have enough other issues. 
 
    I feel like a character looking at a tantalizing quest object, but I can't pick it up because it isn't mine.  
 
    The image of me staring at the grail just unable to touch it made me snort at the same time the bell to the Grind Down rang. I looked up to see the person I'd been thinking about walk in. 
 
    "Well think of the devil and she appears." The words slipped past my lips before I could think better of them. What was it with me and the chief where I seemed determined to always be at my worst in front of her? 
 
    No, I knew the answer. It just was all in that same bucket of stuff I refused to think about, except that I always thought about it, about Stevie. 
 
    "I'd like to talk to you, Cori," Chief Amosen said, her voice hinting at her annoyance.  
 
    "Sure. Molly?"  
 
    Poor woman is going to have a meltdown having to deal with the front again. 
 
    But before she could emerge from the back, Carl waltzed in. Carl was nineteen, waiting to see if he emerged and frankly didn't care either way. Mostly he wanted to hang with friends, but the rumors were his parents were getting tired of him not doing much and this job was the only thing keeping him from getting kicked out on the street. Luckily, he actually enjoyed being a barista. 
 
    "Hey, Carl, will you take over for a bit? Chief needs to talk to me." 
 
    "Sure thing, dudette," Carl drawled and I rolled my eyes. He was back on his surfer kick and called everyone dude or dudette. We were at least six hours from the ocean and his pasty white skin and light red hair meant if he got on a surfboard he'd turn into a lobster. Whatever. At least he worked, mostly. Cleaning the bathroom was not one of his strong points. 
 
    "Thanks. This way, Chief." We didn't really have a break room or private area outside of Molly's office, and it was too tight for me to squeeze us in and not feel crowded, so I pulled her back into the store room. "Need me to close the door?" 
 
    She shook her head, her tight cropped curly black hair reminding me I needed to get the next batch of beans grinding for the afternoon caffeine crowd. "No. I'm sure this will become public knowledge soon enough. I got a call back from the secretary at Harold Court Investigations." 
 
    I went still—everything leaving my mind except what she said.  
 
    "She went over his cases and found out that he was fulfilling a case for the estate of Merlin James Wells, a Spirit merlin in New York. His estate is looking for an emerged Spirit mage. Probably a merlin."  
 
    I felt my heart sink as she talked. "The merlin died soon after the hunt started, but he felt the emergence of a mage about nine or ten years ago. He got the impression of a female and the name Kory Monroe or something like it. There is a big reward to find the mage. So Harold was following up on any women with a name even close to that to see if they might know or be the woman he was looking for." 
 
    "So not me," I said and poked at the sense of disappointment. It would have been nice for someone to want me. 
 
    "No. Figure she'd have to be in her very late twenties or early thirties at this point. From the gossip the secretary told me, they figure she must be dead as the Office of Magical Oversight has no record of any spirit mages with any name even remotely like that. Which means it's a ghost chase." 
 
    OMO was a global agency where all mages were required to register. While the US instituted a draft of all mages at magician rank or higher at the beginning of World War I, regardless of gender, other countries had different ways of dealing with their high-rank mages. Regardless, everyone registered, and all the countries worked together. The consequences of not, well I didn't really know. Too much protection and benefit came with registering, not the least of which was a free college degree. 
 
    "Oh." It came out dejected and sad and the chief arched a brow at me. I ducked my head, thinking through it. "I guess I figured he had to be after someone alive. Maybe he really was looking for me, wanted me." I managed to cut off the rest of my sentence, but she nodded. 
 
    "I get that, but no, he was looking for a woman almost a decade older than you. She would have emerged before you even became a teenager."  
 
    I had to admire her diplomatic way of framing the time for me. But it didn't answer all the questions. "So how, or why, was he killed? I mean there was a lot of blood there on the scene, so I don't think his body was dumped." 
 
    The chief gave me a look that if I'd been up to something would have made me quail; as I wasn't, I just looked at her. "You been watching crime shows again?" 
 
    I almost ducked my head, there'd been a time back in high school where I'd gorged on them non-stop. But this time I lifted my chin and gave her a flat look. "No, my homework. Remember what I'm going to school for?" 
 
    She leaned back, pressing against the bags of used ground beans—we sold them to the local plant place where they made it into a soil nutrient. I almost told her to be careful, the beans would stain her light khaki uniform, but I didn't. What can I say? I occasionally hold grudges and Laurel Amosen was easier to blame than myself. Some days I think she knew that. Some days. 
 
    "Ah yes. Your need to save and fix. Triple AA I believe? Paramedic, Criminal Justice, and what was the third?" 
 
    I swallowed. Her knowing so much about my plans made me uncomfortable. "Medical Assistant. The max degrees I could get at the community colleges. Figured someone would hire me even with me not being a mage." 
 
    Laurel waved her hand, dismissing it. "Believe it or not, being a mage isn't the end all be all of everything, regardless of what they like to pretend. Be good and work hard and no one cares." She touched her tattoo. "And sometimes being one causes more problems than it solves." 
 
    I nodded, but I didn't really believe her. Everyone wanted to be a magic user; it made life much easier, even if doing the right or wrong thing could kill you.  
 
    "But back to your question - how did he die.” Her voice turned suddenly stern and her eyes locked on mine, no give to them. "This is not to get out. Do you understand Corisande Munroe?" 
 
    The lump in my throat took me three tries to swallow past. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    Laurel softened. "Okay. You may tell Josefa, but the rest stays silent." I nodded rapidly, needing to know. "As is usually the case with those you stumble across, it was a freak accident. One of the guidelines on the telephone pole near where you found his body apparently snapped as he was walking by. It flicked up and through his neck, severing it. He would have died almost instantly, if that's any help." She must have seen my stricken look or remembered the other times I felt useless. "Even if you or a mage, possibly even a merlin, had been standing there, he still would have died. There wouldn't have been any pain." 
 
    I studied my feet, thinking it through. He'd been dead for a little bit before I found him, so Laurel was correct. There wasn't anything I could have done. No matter how hard I studied, I'd never save everyone, or have all the answers. But I could keep looking and maybe someday I'd figure out why Stevie had died.  
 
    "Thanks for telling me," I manage to say finally. When I looked back up at her, she had an expression I couldn't interpret.  
 
    "You earned it." She pulled away from the stacks of grounds. "Good luck with your classes." 
 
    "Thanks," I muttered and watched her leave, smirking a bit at the brown spots on the back of her uniform. Some days I really was a bitch.
  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Merlins are the scary bad guys, but a smart person is scared of a hedgemage. They aren't branded and it doesn't take much to stop a heart or create a blood clot in a brain. ~ Freedom from Magic tweet. 
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    How sad is it, I'm so desperate to be wanted that I want a private investigator to be looking for me? I have mental issues. 
 
    Jo took the news they were looking for someone at least a decade older than me with a relieved sigh, even if she understood why I was upset. Maybe better than I did. I suspect she told Marisol something, because when Jo pulled me over to her house for dinner Saturday, they surprised me with tres leches, my favorite dessert. I ate three pieces. Gaining weight was never an issue for me. I'd been the same size ten since high school. Which, given my weird life, was just one more thing. Non-stop dandruff, hair that wouldn't grow, and I never gained weight. Oh well, I guess it could be worse. 
 
    With the death being explained away as a weird incident I went back to walking to work, though that was only over the weekend. I arrived bright and early for the first class of what I hoped would be my last semester of college. 
 
    The class changed constantly as students came in and rolled out, but I was one of ten in a special program. Aimed towards those who either weren't mages or, like me, didn't think they'd be one, it was a three-year program to get a triple certification. When we walked out, we'd be eligible to apply for the police academy with our Criminal Justice associate's degree, work as a Medical Assistant, or get hired as an EMT. I'd taken the extra course load to qualify as a paramedic. My skill test was scheduled for the day after graduation. With those certifications I shouldn't have trouble getting a job anywhere. At least that was the hope. While no one could legally discriminate against people without magic, the unemployment rate for the rest of us was three times as high as what mages dealt with, even hedgies. 
 
    Sitting in the classroom, I pulled my coat a bit tighter around me. It was cold and my jacket had seen better days.  
 
    One more semester, then you'll have a good job and can get some of the things you need, you want. 
 
    That was what I held on to. I didn't have much else besides Jo to give me hope for the future. 
 
    Others started to drift in and I recognized most of them. Friendly, but not friends. Between work, study, and taking public transportation, I knew their names and not much else. Oh well, I had Jo and the Guzmans; that would be enough for anyone. We nodded cordially and people took their seats. I didn't look at Monique. Every class had one, and she was ours. Always complained about everything and acted like she was better than the rest of us. She annoyed me to no end, and I tended to let it show. 
 
    One minute before class officially started our teacher, Bruce Marxin, strolled in. About my dad's age, he had dark brown hair with a few streaks of silver that seemed to draw the attention of the female students. I cared only that he was a good teacher. At twenty, I was the youngest person in class—the others were between twenty-four and thirty, some starting a new career, most making the best of no emergence.  
 
    On the dot of nine a.m. Bruce snapped his fingers for attention. Even after two years of him, I still didn't know if I liked or loathed that habit. Either way, I only had to deal with it for this last semester. I'd make it. 
 
    "Welcome to the Spring semester, people. This is your practicum class and the most important class you have." I rolled my eyes at that and he must have seen me. Sitting in the front row was never smart but being able to move when something went wrong made me feel better. "While I know many of you think your other classes are just as, if not more, important, I am here to correct that misconception. We will only meet in this classroom weekly but if you flunk this course, you won't be graduating." I wanted to cheer about the once a week part—maybe I could get more hours—but the second part of his statement had me freezing in place, eyes locked on him as he moved back and forth. 
 
    "This is a practicum and has been developed to make sure you know the skills you spend so much time studying. As we all know, there is a world of difference between studying how to do something and actually doing it. Tomorrow you will all have tests to give you partial certification – think of it as the equivalent of a learners permit for the Medical Assistant and Police Intern. We are one of the first colleges in the country, and the only one in the state of Georgia, to offer this. While you can't work independently with this cert, you can work as interns. What that means is each of you will have a five-week ride-along in each specialty that will be thirty-two hours a week. It will be added as work credits to your degree if you wish to pursue a bachelors in any of these areas." He stopped and scanned the area, a grin crossing his face that was half amused, half cruel. "Come on, smile. This is what you've been studying for. To be out in the field and dealing with the realities. If you hate it, well aren't you glad you'll learn this BEFORE you get the job?" 
 
    The half laughs and mutters just made him smile and he flipped open his power point. "Well, since this is the beginning of your last semester, let's get going. This is all about paperwork and regulations, which are not only common, but the three job tracks have similar forms, though of course they all go by different names. We will be starting with medical assistant paperwork and move on from there. Expect a lot of reading and tests on the material weekly. You'll get your reading assignment at the end of each class." With that he launched into it, but I barely registered what he said.  
 
    My mind was still locked on losing thirty-two hours a week. I worked at Grind Down about thirty hours, mostly weekends and noon to close, as all the classes seemed to require mornings. I did homework in the evenings and took one or two online classes for the more basic stuff. I needed to sleep and eat; commuting here via public transportation both ways easily ate up two hours a day.  
 
    I frantically tried to figure out how to deal with the ramifications. If I cut hours, I'd be short on money. I already ate most of my meals at the Grind or at Jo's, so I didn't need to buy food. Right now, all my money went to tuition, my cell phone, and buying necessities like hygiene supplies, the local transit pass, and other things. Parents still paid my health insurance, but unless I thought I might die I never went. The copay hurt too much. After taxes, I made just under nine hundred a month. Between December and January, I'd been making closer to twelve hundred with the extra hours. It would give me a cushion for the next few months, but my mind flew back to the five hundred from the other day. That might be enough to get me through a month, maybe two. While I had some in savings, that was my escape from Rockway money.  
 
    Oh gods, I'm going to have to ask them for money. 
 
    My stomach clenched at the thought and I thought I might be sick. My scalp itched so fiercely I couldn't resist clawing on it, ignoring the white dust drifting to my shoulders.  
 
    "Yo, Bruce. Is the clock supposed to be doing that?" one of the students called out, pointing up at the clock on the wall.  
 
    I looked up to see the hands on the clock spinning backwards. Bruce had stopped talking and looked at it also. "Interesting. Wonder if there was an electricity surge." As the words left his mouth the projector connected to his laptop sparked, sputtered, and smoke drifted up from it. He stared at it and sighed. "They have got to get the electrical system in this room fixed. This is the third projector in two years. Okay peeps, you know how to be adults. The pages are from this textbook," he said and patted a new book. "This one and this other one,"—he paused for a moment and pulled another textbook out—"are the required books for this course. Only two of them, but they will be where all your classwork comes from. I know the paramedic track will have some supplies you'll need to purchase. Check the bookstore for the bundles you'll need. Now back to the fun world of HIPPA regulations." He continued to talk, telling us what to read and reference and what the test would be on in a month. 
 
    I took notes, making sure I had everything, but the other part of my mind, the one trying not to have a meltdown, started going through options. There weren't that many: parents, teacher, Molly. I swallowed down my panic. No need to start swimming across the rivers until I figured out if there was a bridge. 
 
    Bruce Marxin wrapped up the class early and most of the students streamed out, but I lingered and walked up to him, trying very hard to keep any hint of whining out of my voice. Maybe I'd get lucky and this wouldn't mean I'd be eating nothing. I hated asking Jo for food, no matter how often she invited me over. 
 
    I cleared my throat and he looked up at me. "Yes, Miss Munroe?" 
 
    Not wrinkling my nose took effort, I hated people calling me that. It felt wrong. "Mr. Marxin, I had some questions about the ride-along internship things." 
 
    He paused what he was doing and looked at me. "What about them? I don't believe you're feeling squeamish. You've gone through all the stuff without blinking. Heck, I think you were the only student not puking at the cadaver trip." 
 
    "Oh, no, I don't have an issue with any of that." I didn't want him thinking I was a wuss, I wasn't. Blood and gore didn't even register with me most days. "It's more the hours. Are there any restrictions as to when you are expecting us to do this or how many days a week?" 
 
    He tilted his head and his eyes drifted down and back up. Part of me wished he was ogling my chest and butt, but I was a B cup and had slim hips and a small butt. Definitely nothing there for anyone to lust over. And while I might qualify as cute, any guy with brain cells would take Jo any day of the week if she liked men. But I knew he was registering my clothes. My worn, out of style, clothes. "This is the trial run of this program, so I'm sure the various groups that have volunteered to help will be open to flexible schedules to accommodate work. But you may have to make some sacrifices." He managed not to sneer or sound pompous as he said all of that, but I still couldn't see how I wasn't going to take a major hit. Molly only stayed open until four. Maybe I could do all evening shifts? 
 
    "Okay. When will we get the list and how do we know what we're doing first?" I didn't think my voice quavered, but I never could tell.  
 
    "It should be out this afternoon. Everyone will be emailed their schedule. We are rotating." Maybe he saw how stressed I was because he gave a little. "I think there may be weekend and evening work available. This program is supposed to make life easier by giving you a very strong skill set, not force you to flunk out. And we will be asking for advice and suggestions when you graduate as to how it could work better." 
 
    I nodded, a jerky motion as my head felt like it might fly off. That unexpected money from my parents might be the only thing to make it so I didn't end up dropping out because I couldn't pay. "Thanks." 
 
    "You got down what you need to study for next week?" he asked as he closed the laptop. 
 
    I had no idea if I did or not, but I nodded. While none of us were friends in class, we had exchanged email addresses and I could shoot someone an email if I couldn't read what I scribbled down. 
 
    "See you next week." He strode out without looking back. I trudged out of the classroom, the weight of financial worries dragging me down. I needed to go to the bookstore and buy the two books and other stuff I'd need. My mind went in loops as I walked. This was the only morning class I had, and now that it was monthly, that meant I could work the rest of the weeks in the morning. My other classes were all late afternoon. But the ride-along terrified me. Working through the money, I tried to convince myself I'd be able to do it. At least I didn't have to pay rent too. Most of the other students had a few years on me and qualified for scholarships and loans. I didn't because I hadn't passed the maximum emergence age and my parents made plenty of money. They figured we were too likely to change our minds if we emerged with different skill sets than what we were studying for. Idiots. Only forty to fifty percent of people had magic. Which meant most of us just wanted to have a life and live. 
 
    That brought me back to Molly. I needed to see where I was. I knew she couldn't afford to pay me more, so I'd either need more hours or come up with an idea for something else to make money. And all the while know I was leaving her for another job, one that I could live off of, as soon as I graduated. 
 
    There was a line in the bookstore—there always was. Small town and no one else would ever carry the weird things they came up with for classes. Even online I couldn't find them sometimes. I headed towards the area that should have my stuff and found the kit. Both textbooks, a practicum for the paramedic stuff, and a bag with supplies. We went through a lot practicing how to take care of someone. At least it was a decent quality bag. Then I saw the total price and my eyes started to water. The light two rows over exploded in a shower of sparks and people screamed, startled. I didn't even move just staring at the black letters. Three hundred forty-eight dollars and thirty-two cents before tax. 
 
    Can't I ever get a break? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    OMO - the Office of Magical Oversight. Established in 1937; became a global entity in 1954. The idea for the OMO started in Russia of all places by Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, better known as Lenin. Haunted by stories of Baba Yaga, the Snow Queen, and the reality of Rasputin, plus having lived through multiple revolutions and World War I, he felt all mages should be recorded and controlled. Originally, he wanted all mages to serve at the will of the state or face imprisonment, but cooler heads prevailed. However, multiple governments agreed being able to track more powerful magic users had its uses. Thus, the OMO first started in Moscow, was moved to Paris, then eventually had its own building next to the United Nations building in New York. Now it is the controlling bureaucracy for all mages. ~ History of Magic 
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    I spent the ride back to the Grind Down trying to figure out if I could get the books and supplies cheaper online. I could find one book cheaper, but when I added in the supplies, it always came out to more. In a weird turn of events the bookstore had it for cheaper than I could piecemeal it together, and as a bonus had the nice bag that I couldn't get anywhere else. No matter how hard I looked, there wasn't any other option. 
 
    Maybe Molly can give me a few more hours, or we can do a weekend thing that goes later. Mix in some end of winter stuff? Something, as I'm about two hundred short no matter what I do to afford everything. Or, I drop my savings to under five hundred, which means I'll have a hard time affording an apartment anywhere. 
 
    Getting out at my stop, I slogged my way up the street toward the coffee shop, my bag weighing nothing compared to the burden of worry and stress that dragged at my every step. Approaching the front door, I forced myself to stand up and put a smile on my face. Maybe I could still salvage this. Pushing the door open, the familiar smell of coffee and baked goods filled my senses and it made smiling a bit easier. How could you be sad when you could all but taste pumpkin pie scones? 
 
    Carl stood at the counter cleaning while Kadia was picking up things from one of the tables. 
 
    "Yo, dudette. You on shift?" Carl asked, his voice lazy, as if it really didn't matter either way. 
 
    "Nah, well not yet. Molly in?" 
 
    "In back. Muttering 'bout numbers." He nodded to the back then turned to deal with cleaning out the bakery display, already dismissing me from his attention.  
 
    "Thanks. Hey Kadia, feeling better?"  
 
    "Yeah. So sorry about calling out, but trust me, I couldn't get more than five feet from the toilet. You didn't want me here." She still looked a bit pale, but her smile was back, and she wore yellow beads in her braids today. Each bead had a chaos symbol on it. 
 
    "No, I didn't. But glad you're feeling better. I'll talk to you later." I headed into the back as I said the last. The idea of a staying open later on the weekends would give me hours and hopefully make money for her. 
 
    I reached the back room and knocked on the door jamb to her tiny office. Molly lifted her head and smiled at me, though I could tell from her wrinkled brow she had a headache. Too bad none of the mages could ever come up with a way to completely prevent headaches. Now that would have been worth a fortune. 
 
    "Hey, Molly. Got a minute?" 
 
    "Sure. Take a seat." She waved at the only chair in the tiny office. "You aren't on shift, are you?" Molly looked up at the calendar on the wall where we all kept our shifts listed and if we needed to swap with someone, we would update. 
 
    "Nah. Class got out early today. Hey, I wanted to talk to you about maybe staying open later on the weekends. I was thinking maybe we could do some book clubs or something to draw people in later. Drum up evening business. I could run it, probably by myself." That was the truth, but it also meant whatever tips were earned would be all mine. And right now, even an extra ten dollars would make a difference. 
 
    The lines around her eyes and mouth grew deeper. "I actually needed to talk to you. I've already told Carl and Kadia. I need to cut back hours on the shop." 
 
    My throat went dry and what little wisps of hope I had vaporized in that instant. I made myself listen as she continued to talk.  
 
    "The profit in the afternoons isn't there, and actually I'm losing money at this point. After running the numbers, I've decided I'm going to start closing at two every day." Molly forced a smile. "Look at the bright side. You'll have more time to study." 
 
    The smile I forced onto my face felt more like a grimace than anything else, but I kept it there and nodded. "That makes total sense. Not worth staying open if you're losing money." 
 
    "But I think your weekend idea is a good one, just not right now. I'll look at it later in the year." She gave me a sad smile. Molly knew I'd be gone by then. 
 
    "Not an issue. Just random ideas. When does the shift change take effect?" I asked as I rose up, trying to keep my panic at bay. Maybe I could find a second job. I could do with less sleep. Lots of people didn't need more than five hours or so. I could make myself do it. Only six months. I could pull it off. 
 
    "Next week. So normal schedules this week. I need to get the new signs up so people know about the change." She sounded apologetic, but at least she was doing it for the right reasons. If she closed, we'd all be out of work. 
 
    "Okay. I'll see you tomorrow morning at open." 
 
    The ringing of her phone distracted her and she just nodded at me, reaching for it. I let myself out of her office and headed to the front. So much for getting out of here. I didn't have a choice anymore. My mood darkened like the skies outside. Another winter storm coming in. Maybe I'd get lucky and it would snow. 
 
    Waving at Kadia and Carl, I stepped outside, avoiding their concerned looks. Most people in town knew something about my past, but right now their sympathy would kill me. I started towards the bank. I didn't have a choice. I'd need to deposit the money and then go back to the bookstore. Might as well do it today while I had the time. Tonight I'd figure out just how bad my life was about to be. 
 
    Wrapped in my own stewing, I didn't notice anything until the horn yanked my attention to my surroundings. I spun trying to figure out what the issue was. The streets had gotten icy as the temperature dropped, something I had noticed as I walked. People were yelling now, and I looked to see a car spinning down the road. An older model family SUV was literally spinning on the icy streets down the road. I could see the terrified look on the woman's face as she gripped the wheel, then she was gone as the car spun, heading right towards the big light pole at the intersection. 
 
    Oh crap, please hit it with the rear end of the car, please hit it with the rear end of the car. 
 
    The thought spun in my head as I ran that direction. There was no way for the car to miss it, and as I watched, it slammed, passenger side first, directly into the huge pole. The sound of the impact exploded like a death knell in my mind and I pushed to run faster. I slid to a stop by the car, not bothering to call 911. Not this time. I could see others with their phones out, taking pictures, calling, someone would have already called. 
 
    I went to the driver's side first, calling on my lessons so far and wishing desperately I had already bought the damn bag. I dumped my backpack and grabbed the small emergency kit I kept in it. Disposable glove, CPR shield, pads, and inflatable splint, nothing major but enough that maybe I could help until the professionals arrived. I pulled out the gloves and slipped them on, then turned to the door. I pulled on the handle and it opened. First major hurdle down.  
 
    "Ma'am, can you hear me?" The air bag had gone off, leaving white powder everywhere. Her nose was bleeding, but she blinked her eyes and looked at me. Good, she was alive and conscious. Win! Relief started to soothe across the scorched earth of my panic.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered open and closed, then she frowned at me, turning her head a bit looking around. "Wha?" Her voice trailed off and all the head injury options rippled through my mind. 
 
    "The paramedics are on their way. Stay still and they'll get you out." As I spoke, I ran my hands quickly down her arms and legs, checking for any obvious injuries. She shifted her feet a little, which was a great sign.  
 
    "Bobby?" She said, looking around, confusion fading from her face replaced instead with worry. "Where's Bobby?" 
 
    I knew I needed to keep her calm. I placed a hand on her shoulder, causing in her to look at me. "Who's Bobby?"  
 
    Let it be a dog or she got confused.  
 
    As she blinked at me, I glanced at the seatbelts again, all slack and no car seat in the back or front. 
 
    "My son. Where's my son?" Panic spiked in her tone and she started to struggle. I really didn't want her to move—I still had no idea what internal injuries there were—and while it didn't seem like her spine had been damaged, that didn't mean she should move until they got her strapped to a board. Car accidents did weird things. I knew she'd have bruises, but she could have also done real damage to her organs. 
 
    "Ma'am, there's no one else in the car. Are you sure?" Confusion was often present after head injuries, and if she was my patient I'd suggest a CT. 
 
    "In the back, I picked him up from school. He wasn't feeling well. He was laying in the back." She started trying to get free but gasped in pain.  
 
    Fudge, she's going to hurt herself. 
 
    "Stay still. Emergency personnel will be here shortly. I'll look, but you need to stay still. 
 
    "Where is he?" her frantic voice cut deep.  
 
    I swallowed and forced a smile. "Give me a minute and I'll check. Just don't move. You need to make sure you stay still." 
 
    "Look for him, he has to be there." It was obvious she didn't care about herself and that worried me even more. 
 
    Keeping the forced smiled on my face I rose up and moved to the back driver's-side door. I still didn't see anything, but I pulled open the door and peered in. The world around me vanished as I saw a crumpled figure laying in the space between the seats. The figure didn't move and the cold in my veins had nothing to do with the temperature outside. 
 
    I crawled in. His head nestled near the passenger side, his body wedged in tight on its side, his nose against the seat. By crawling, I could get there. I scanned as I moved across the seat but didn't see any blood or broken bones. I still didn't let myself wish or hope, just scanned. I positioned myself so I was mimicking his form laying on the seat. "Bobby? Can you hear me?" My voice low, but his mother still heard me. 
 
    "Is he okay? Why isn't he talking?" 
 
    I ignored her, focusing on the boy even as the icy feeling in my soul spread. He was about twelve, the same age Stevie had been. With a boy's soft features and his haircut, it all brought back images I had tried to block for so very long. I fought to focus and pay attention to the boy. To my patient. 
 
    Blood trickled from the ear facing the ceiling. His eyes fluttered open. I saw his throat move and I saw the vertebra that were out of alignment with his spine. His mouth moved again, trying to breath, but he couldn't move his lungs to get oxygen in. Choices slammed at me. If I pulled him out, I might be able to breathe for him, but his spine was severed, I could see it. If his heart quit beating, I wouldn't be able to do anything. And moving him might make it worse.  
 
    What the hell do I do? 
 
    Part of me already knew. It had been at least two minutes since the accident, probably close to four. His body was already ravaging itself for oxygen, and the blood from the ear indicated brain damage. He was going to die and there was nothing I could do. 
 
    Well, there is one thing I can do.  
 
    I got closer and laid my hand on his face, his eyes widened as he focused on me, his mouth still gasping for air. I smiled at him, letting him feel my hand on his face, and watched the life fade as I lay there, the sirens of first responders creating a death song that escorted his life away from me and my uselessness. The tears running down my cheeks were the only parting gift I could offer. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    One of the core things taught in magic classes, and a lesson that the OMO tries to push, is that mages are not gods. They can't stop death, turn back time, or make the blind see. They can do powerful and wonderful things, but they, like the rest of us, are bound both by the laws of physics and their knowledge of various sciences to control what spells they wish to cast. ~Magic Explained 
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    And once again I let someone die. 
 
    Afterward the paramedics assured me there was nothing I could have done to save him. They were surprised he lived as long as he did, but he'd been dead the second his neck snapped. The mom was inconsolable, but she was mostly okay. A fracture in one hip and lots of bruising. And grief. Oh, she would have grief and guilt until the day she died. I knew that better than anyone else.  
 
    They let me go about three hours later and I snuck out, grateful no one I was friends with had seen that. I didn't need the extra pressure. The effort to grab a bus seemed too much and I walked home, lost in guilt and frustration. Between my money worry, the look on Bobby's face as he died, and being emotionally exhausted, I didn't even remember the walk home, though by the time I got there and climbed my stairs it registered that I was freezing. 
 
    Getting inside, I checked the time, not even one in the afternoon. Great, a day's worth of drama and I couldn't even justify going to bed. My shivering made it hard to think, so I headed to the bathroom. I tripped once trying to get out of my clothes, but whether that was part of Catastrophe Cori or the fact my hands were too cold to grab my clothing correctly was anyone's guess. I made it into the shower and stood there, letting the heat blunt the sharp edges. I don't know if I cried. I refused to pay attention, just letting the water beat down on me like a thousand tiny lashes against my skin. When it started to run cold, I got out and pulled on comfort clothes; sweats, tank top and fuzzy socks.  
 
    I shuffled down the hall to my living area, thinking I might gorge on popcorn, I still had some. I drew to a halt when I saw Jo sitting there. 
 
    "Heya. Shouldn't you be working?" I wasn't really surprised Jo was there. Somehow it felt inevitable. I'd given her a key years ago. We used to have sleepovers, but lately we were always working or going to school. If I'd had another bedroom, I'd have asked her to move in with me. I missed her bright cheery presence as a daily spark. 
 
    "Sam called. Explained what happened. What you did. Dad kicked me over here with that." She nodded at the large bag sitting on my counter, the closest thing I had to a table. I arched a brow and moved over to open it. Every step, every movement felt like my body weighed a thousand pounds. I recognized the signs of depression. Been there, done that, and nothing changed so I refused to give into it. Depression didn't mean I didn't have bills to pay and goals. My parents had already given up on me—I refused to give up on myself. 
 
    Trying to shake off the mood, I opened the huge reusable bag and shock rippled through me. Not only was there enough food to feed me for the next two weeks, all nicely packaged in meal containers for me, but a fifth of rum and a two liter of Coca-Cola. I looked at Jo, confused as I pulled it out. Neither of us were old enough to buy liquor and her brothers had proven remarkably resistant to our requests. 
 
    "No one should have to be alone after watching someone die, even when that person is a stranger." Even those simple words brought the image of the dying boy back into my mind, overlaid with the way Stevie had looked. 
 
    I must have faded out for a second, swamped by memories new and old, because when I refocused Jo was standing next to me. "Dad said there were some days that a good drink was the only way to make it through. Mom heard about the cut in hours from Kadia and made all the food for you. Dad told me to spend the night here." Jo looked at me and smiled. That smile had always been there for me. "Oh Cori." She pulled me into a hug and I sank into it, just letting her hold me. I didn't have any more tears, but her arms and her love helped push a lot of it back to bearable levels. 
 
    After I pulled away, Jo helped me put all the food away, glaring at me as she took in the quantity of ramen and cheap canned soup I had in my cupboards. I ignored it. Her mom fed me at least half the time, so it wasn't like I was strictly living off that. Jo poured us two rum and cokes, and we curled up on the small couch.  
 
    "You want to watch something?" I tried to sound interested, but right now I really wished I had a tub to soak in. I wanted to hide. 
 
    Jo looked at me as she sipped her drink. I sipped too, enjoying the sweet spicy mix of rum and coke sliding down my throat. "What I would like is you to tell me what's going on. I can't help if you don't share." 
 
    I shrugged. Just because I didn't tell her all my money problems didn't mean I actively lied about them. "School stuff is really expensive this year and they have started a new program that might make it harder than ever to work. And then I talked to my parents, and then today..." My throat grew tight and I took another desperate mouthful of the drink, trying to stave away the emotions, the realization of failure again. 
 
    "Do you need money? I ca-" 
 
    "No!" I cut her off. "I'm not about to take your money. You'll need it. I know you want school and it isn't cheap when you aren't a mage. I refuse to take any from you. Heck, the only reason I accept your mom's cooking is 'cause I can't cook anywhere near as well as she can." I reached up and scratched my head. My scalp bugged me as usual. I ignored the white flecks that settled on my shoulders.  
 
    Jo sighed. "If I emerge as a high rank mage, I won't be able to get my mechanics cert, so the money wouldn't matter. But, okay. You know I'll do whatever you need." Her look of concern warmed me. What would I do if our lives dragged us in different directions? 
 
    "I know. And I treasure that. But I won't be a burden to you or your family. I'll figure it out. I just may need to stay here longer than I thought. My parents will have to live without the rent from this place for another few months while I get my savings built back up." 
 
    Jo looked like she wanted to protest but she needed the money she was saving up. Mages got free rides over a certain rank – though they paid in years of draft service, but that meant the rest of us paid a bit more. Trade schools, like Jo wanted, were popular, and a good value. But they were still expensive. 
 
    "I worry about you. I really don't like your parents some days." 
 
    I shrugged. "I'll live. I'm good at making money stretch. Want to hear about the new program that has me all stressed? Though after today I wonder if I'm making a mistake going into this profession." 
 
    "Cori." She sighed out the word and I swallowed at the amount of love and worry in her voice. "You can't save everyone. You aren't a merlin, and even merlins can't save everybody. You did everything you could. You were there. He didn't die alone." 
 
    That almost broke me and I had to swallow rapidly multiple times to push the tears back. "How do you know?" 
 
    Jo gave me a funny look, then her eyes went wide. "You haven't seen, have you?" 
 
    "Seen what?" I clasped the coke in my hands. A bad feeling, like the worst catastrophe yet was coming at me, swam in my stomach. 
 
    "There were lots of people taking pics. It made the news. I thought you knew. One of them has a picture of you laying on the back seat of the car with your hand against the boy's face." 
 
    I went white. "They what?" I thought back, but I couldn't remember anything except crying and watching him breathe his last. I hadn't realized the paramedics had shown up until they encouraged me to leave the vehicle. They'd taken my recitation of events, but I'd barely registered anyone except the body of the child. I'd grabbed my backpack and disappeared as soon as they were done with me. I didn't remember anyone paying that much attention to me. 
 
    "Yeah. Not sure it's made national news or anything, but I wouldn't be surprised if reporters call you." 
 
    That thought filled me with horror. I'd been through it once—never again. "I'm not picking up the phone if I don't know who it is." My statement came out fervently as I set my Coke down and scrambled for my phone. I had it silent for class and then hadn't paid it any attention since the accident. Sure enough, there were four missed calls, but no voicemail. I pulled that up. 
 
    "This is Cori Munroe. If this is in regard to school please leave a message, including a number and why you are calling and I'll get back to you as soon as possible." I hit save, checked it, then dropped it on the table. One more stress I didn't need.  
 
    I looked at Jo. "This, this sort of crap is why I don't know how you can stay my friend. Disasters follow me. Bad things happen." 
 
    Jo groaned and took a big drink, then let her head fall back against the sofa. "Because I love you, idiot. You're my best friend. I'm never going to let you be alone." She lifted her head and stared at me. "I expect us to get jobs, live together, date people together, build houses next door, raise our children together, and eventually grow old and sit there having marshmallow wars with each other." 
 
    A spurt of pure joy washed through me and for a moment I felt hope, unfortunately reality, jobs, and our lives would probably tear us apart. For now, I'd just enjoy it. 
 
    "So, what about money? Want me to go talk to your parents?" Jo got an evil look on her face. "Or I could ask Mami to do it." 
 
    The thought of Jo talking to my parents filled me with nerves, but the thought of Marisol? I blinked, then blinked again. "You think she would do that?" 
 
    Jo jerked up straight on the couch and looked at me, her mouth dropping open. "Are you kidding? She's been waiting for YEARS for you to ask her to talk to them. She's wanted to give Estelle a very large piece of her mind. She's so mad at your mom I'm pretty sure she's been cooking so much just to keep her temper in check. And it's just getting worse." Jo bit her lip then shrugged. "I don't think Mami will mind me telling you. We moved here when I was what, nine?" Her brows furrowed as she thought. 
 
    "Eight and a half. It was the week before our birthday, and I begged Mom to invite you. You were the toughest girl in class and I wanted you to like me." 
 
    Jo blinked and then laughed at me. I didn't mind. "I remember that. Mami asked why when I'd only been in school a week I already had a birthday invitation. But we were still moving in so she couldn't take the time to get me over here." She flashed a smile at me and once again I couldn't imagine my life without her. "But what we never talk about is she had one miscarriage when I was seven. We were so excited about that baby. It was going to be another girl. I couldn't wait to have a sister. But something went wrong, if I knew what then I don't remember. She lost the baby. Then apparently, I had an older brother, a year before I was born, that died at six months. A SIDS death." 
 
    I knew my face reflected my shock. SIDS or Sudden Infant Death Syndrome was something awful. They did an entire class on it and things to look for that implied child abuse instead of SIDS. 
 
    Jo shrugged and drank a bit more, snuggling down into the couch. "Mami gets grief. She knows what it is like to lose a child. She's lost two. But she never gave up on the rest of us. Never threw the rest of us away because she was grieving or guilty." 
 
    I didn't know what to say. Defending my parents wasn't anything I could do, yet I couldn't just stay silent. "Yeah, but I killed him." 
 
    "No!" Jo's voice snapped out at me like a spark of electricity and I pulled back a bit, surprised by her vehemence. 
 
    "He died in your arms. You were twelve. They still don't know why he died, what happened, nothing. Probably a fluke medical issue and even if you had been the best surgeon in the world, maybe even if you had been a merlin, you wouldn't have been able to save him. I know you blame yourself, but you didn't kill him." 
 
    "Okay. But you don't know there wasn't something I could have done that would have saved him." 
 
    "And neither do you. None of that justifies what your parents did. They abandoned you. Not physically but emotionally and I think that hurts worse. At least if they had just left you could be angry at them." She shook her head and brushed it away. "How much do you need?" 
 
    "You have to promise neither you nor your parents will pull it out of your savings. You will only get it from my parents." 
 
    "I swear. Though we would give it you. Cori, you're the sister I always wanted. I'm never giving you up. Though I really wish you did it for me." She wiggled her eyebrows at me at the last statement and I snickered.  
 
    "I'll keep my eyes open for someone you'll like. Speaking of which, kids? Since when did you decide you wanted kids?" I didn't. The risk of losing them? To do what my parents had done? No thanks. 
 
    She glanced away and shrugged. "I like kids. And I could just see kids with my hair. But you tend to need sperm to pull that off and guys don't give me the warm fuzzies. Maybe I'd find someone who …" She trailed off and shrugged. "There are ways. From artificial insemination to adoptions to getting it on with a guy. But I'm not doing it solo, so it isn't in the cards right now. Back to money. How much?" 
 
    I sighed, knowing she'd never drop it, and pulled out my phone. I'd made my notes in it. "Assuming I lose about ten hours a week dropping me to twenty-five?" I typed in the numbers I'd been avoiding. They made me sick. "I need about 1500 this month to cover all the supplies and fees they added for this quarter. We're having to pay a malpractice insurance for the ride along. To avoid tapping into my savings—I have three thousand to move out and get an apartment saved—I need at least—" I swallowed at the number—"three hundred a month to bring me back up to what I was. But that 1500 is what is killing me. If I watch what I eat I might be able to squeak by." 
 
    Jo glared at me and pulled out her phone. "Hey Stinky, will you come get us? We need to talk to Mami and Papi and we've been drinking." She paused and groaned, flopping her head back on the couch again. "Yes, he knows. He bought it. Come get us, we need to talk to them soonest." She listened for another few seconds, still in her poise of annoyance. "Stinky, I swear if you don't get over here pronto I'm calling Mami. I don't care if you're raiding. It doesn't take that long to get here and back." Jo hung up staring at the ceiling. "I swear he's still twelve. He's older than we are, how can he still be twelve?" 
 
    I took another big sip of my coke. I hadn't really drunk before and wasn't sure what to expect. Jo hadn't made that strong of a drink and mostly I just wanted to not stress. It seemed like I'd been searching for answers forever, and all I found were more questions. 
 
    "Come on. Get up. We'll put all this away. I texted that we are coming over. You know she'll have food waiting for us." 
 
    I finished my drink, feeling a bit calmer, though was that because Jo was getting me help or the booze? Either way I wasn't going to complain. 
 
    Stinky was banging on the door before we were ready to go and he glowered the entire time. Which just made Jo move even slower to the point that Stinky's annoyance radiated from him as he drove us back. Before the rumble of the engine died, he'd bailed out and raced into the house and back to his game. 
 
    "See? Twelve, I swear. Come on." Jo winked at me as she headed into the house, her walk suspiciously steady.  
 
    Does that mean she's been sneaking drinks or that she didn't drink as much as me? 
 
    I shook my head. I wasn't dizzy really but I didn't feel like my world was about to crumble either, which had to be an improvement. Trying not to be apprehensive, the rum helping, I followed her into the house. The scent of spicy peppers and broiling meat wrapped around me and pulled me into the house like arms of welcome. The stress lifted up a bit more as I shut the door behind me and the smell and warmth lifted up my heart.  
 
    "Come on in, Cori. I've got chili rellenos cooking and mini quesadillas." Marisol called to me from the kitchen and I could hear Jo already putting bowls on the table. I knew they would be full of salsa and chips. The Guzman's never had fries, always chips and salsa. It made my stomach very happy. 
 
    As I stepped into the kitchen, I could see Marisol putting the last of the fluffy battered chili rellenos in the pan." Hola, mi hija, grab the rice and beans and put them on the table please."  
 
    I did as she asked while Jo put on some cheese and sour cream. My mouth watered as the spicy chili, cumin, and frying fat smells invaded my nose and mouth. 
 
    "STINKY! PAPI! Dinner's ready!!!" Jo shouted and Marisol turned around to glare at her. 
 
    "Was that really necessary?" Marisol's tone was chiding but her mouth tilted in amusement. 
 
    "Yep. I'm hungry and Cori needs to spill the beans." Jo flashed a grin at her mom, but she frowned and rubbed her head as she headed to her seat. 
 
    Stinky stomped in, glaring at his sister. " I missed the raid because of you," he grumbled as he sank down in the chair.  
 
    "Oh well. You would have had to bail for dinner anyhow," she replied, but her jabbing wasn't as amused as normal. That was a standard rule at the Guzman house. Everyone in the house came to dinner, no exceptions. 
 
    He sighed and waited for Henri to take a seat, not wanting to admit she was right. Their constant squabbling amused me to no end. It also made me wonder what Stevie and I would have been like. I pushed the thought away—it had no purpose but to feed my already precarious emotional balance. 
 
    "How are you doing, Cori?" Henri asked watching me as he loaded up his plate. 
 
    I shrugged, not sure how to answer that. "I'm okay, I guess." 
 
    "Tell them about the money," Jo ordered. She hadn't reached for any food. I cast her a funny glance—my stomach was doing a happy dance from the smells alone, but she looked off. 
 
    Before I could ask her a question Marisol spoke. "What's this about money?" She passed me the plate of rellenos as she spoke. 
 
    I took two, they were so good, and tried to figure out how to explain everything. It came out halting and awkward. Jo prodded me twice to keep going. She'd taken one relleno and poked at it, though she grabbed some chips and salsa. 
 
    I gave her another look—lack of appetite was never her issue. She hadn't seemed drunk, but then what did I know. We'd talked about our twenty-first birthdays, but we had months to go. 
 
    Once all the money information had been laid out, Henri and Marisol exchanged those lightening glances, then Marisol focused on me. "What would you like us to do?" There wasn't anything in her voice, just the gentle question, and that made me feel worse. I stared at my plate, the cheese and pepper now sitting like a lump in my stomach.  
 
    The elbow in my ribs wasn't unexpected, though it hurt less than I had expected. Jo didn't do subtle. "Jo suggested I ask you if you'd speak to my parents about getting me some money or something," I admitted. I had no issues throwing Jo under the bus, the traitorous wench, but I didn't want to see their faces when I asked. 
 
    "Yesssss." The word hissed out and I jerked my head up to see a wide grin on Marisol's face, and a resigned one on Henri's. "I've been waiting eight, almost nine years for you to ask me to do this. I hinted that I would but you never took me up on it. Now I can. I promise, you'll get the extra money you need." 
 
    I blinked at her, trying not to let the moisture that pooled in my eyes escape. 
 
    "I feel strange," Jo muttered and I spun to watch her head flop backwards, nose towards the ceiling and eyes rolled so only the whites showed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The symbols for magic, Chaos, Order, and Spirit, are the same across all cultures and governments. It must be noted however that while the symbols are identical, thanks in part to the formation of OMO, the names of the classes can vary by language, culture, and government. For instance, France refers to Spirit as Esprit with the connotation of mind and intellect, not the same way the English language means spirit. ~ History of Magic 
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    Not again, please by all the Merlins, not again. 
 
    I didn't know where that thought had come from as I sprung to my feet and pulled her out of the chair, laying her down. Her skin, normally a dark tan, had flushed red and heat was washing from her. Her eyes showed only the whites as I laid her on the floor, and her body arched back. 
 
    "Call the OMO," I said, my voice calm, distant from my thudding heart.  
 
    "What? Really?" Her mom's voice broke on the two words even as I caught Henri pulling his phone from his pocket. 
 
    "She's emerging. Give her space. Remember it looks scary, but it's just the body adjusting to the sudden influx of power and adapting." I sounded like a damn recording, my voice calm and matter of fact, even as I saw the damn magic stealing my friend. We'd seen videos of emergences in training. Everything from a hedgemage who got a bit flushed as if with a mild sunburn to a merlin who damn near took out his house. Jo was coming in hard and fast. My hand tingled and I looked down. 
 
    "Close your eyes." I barked out the order as I squeezed my eyes tightly closed. Different mages emerged different ways, but it always traced back to their primary skill set. The burst of light, bright enough I could see it through my eyelids, didn't click with anything I could think of. A gust of wind would have been Air. A burst of heat, Fire. Sweat drenching us? Water. But light and a strange tingle across my skin? I couldn't think of anything. At least not until I opened my eyes. 
 
    "Oh." My voice lost its calm as I glanced around the room. Where it had once been a dining room with a sturdy hardwood table and warm colors, now it was the same shape and size, but the colors had gone to Jo's preferred greens and blues and the table was made of a glossy wood that looked the same, but different. I reached out and realized the wood had petrified. 
 
    "I suspect she's a strong Pattern mage, though effects created during initial emergences are rarely repeatable." My voice remained distant and calm, shoving all my terror and the realization my world was crumbling around me behind a very strong wall. I looked at her parents who had recovered their poise, though Henri still spoke to the operator. OMO or Office of Magical Oversight had worldwide jurisdiction for the registration and testing of mages. Which meant they had offices everywhere. While you dialed 911 in an emergency, in every country you dialed 711 for emergences. 
 
    "They will be here in a few minutes," Henri whispered, dropping down next to his daughter. "So strong. None of the boys were like this. They were a wave of air or heat washing through us, maybe a moment of disorientation. Nothing this drastic." 
 
    I nodded. This was something they hammered into us. Emergence was usually scary to anyone not realizing what was happening. Even when you did understand it, you needed to recognize that a high rank or merlin could get people killed. 
 
    "So, she might be a high rank, maybe even archmage." I forced a smile at Marisol, hoping it didn't look as fake as it felt. "It looks like you might get your college wish after all." 
 
    Her smile was wan. "I haven't seen a higher-rank emergence, I didn't realize they were so…"—she looked around the room—"dramatic." 
 
    That did get a real laugh out of me. "You need to go to the vid channel. There are a few of merlins where they're lucky no one was killed." Sirens sounded, causing me to drop that line of conversation. They would be here soon and get her tested. Next time I saw Jo, she'd be a mage. Have her tattoo.  
 
    I am happy for her. I am. 
 
    I didn't know if I was lying or not—all I could see was her being pulled away even faster than I already feared. Pounding came from the door and Stinky raced to open it. A moment later, either seconds or eternity, I wasn't sure which, three people came striding in. The lead, an older man with a bit of salt in his dark brown hair graced everyone with a kindly smile, one that screamed practiced. He looked around the living room, and the obvious change in appearance. As he turned his head, I saw his tattoo, bright in the light. He must have paid extra to have metallic ink, or he could change his own. A Fire mage, probably an archmage. Part of me wondered if you had to have special skills to be part of the OMO response teams. Most of me tried not to grab Jo and hold her close to me. 
 
    "I'm Warrick Jones. I'm the archmage for this office." He continued his survey of the living room as he spoke. "Interesting, I haven't seen that before. I'll send someone out to reverse it." The two people following him both had symbols too, letting me know they were mages. I had always found it funny that a mage and an archie would have the same tattoo, so you never knew if they could give you a hot flash or melt your bones. But merlins? With their triple tattoo they were always recognizable. 
 
    "Leave the table. I rather like it," Marisol interjected, before he could keep talking. "It will give us something to tease her about." 
 
    The man smiled again, an easy smile that didn't reach his eyes. We probably bored him to tears, but oh well.  
 
    "As you wish. I see you are both mages, as is your son, Sanchez, though only a hedgemage." His eyes flicked to me then past. I didn't have a tattoo. I'd rarely experienced discrimination because of my lack of magic but some people were born assholes. "My people will take her to the local center, we are affiliated with the hospital." He said it as if imparting great information, but everyone knew where the local OMO office was. It was a small building adjacent to the hospital. Not all emergences went smoothly. "We will make sure she is okay, rate her, register, and provide her with her required identification." Warrick waved his hand at his wallet then his head. Must be nice to create IDs on demand. I just hoped they had a good tattoo artist, but since you had to be registered universally to apply mage tat's they were rarely bad. 
 
    Marisol took a deep breath and stood, stepping away. "Let her know I'll make dessert for her when she comes back." 
 
    I couldn't bear to leave Jo quite yet. Unconscious or close enough, stepping away seemed too much like abandoning her to strangers. 
 
    Again, he flashed that smile, oh so friendly, and oh so false. "Of course. It should only be two to three hours. This is a routine process at this point. I'm afraid the ratings are private and can't be viewed."  
 
    I really wanted to roll my eyes. Everyone knew that, but they were also recorded and sent to you as soon as you were registered. It was a standard practice, though the methods used to rate mages were still super hush hush and no one had ever been able to explicitly explain how they did it. Whatever, I guess it didn't matter. 
 
    He signaled the two others with their gurney to come in and I had to unclench my fingers from Jo's hand and slide backwards. My legs wouldn't have supported me. One of them, a friendly smile white against dark reddish skin, took my place and they lifted Jo onto the gurney.  
 
    The attendants he waved in lifted Jo up, placing her on the gurney. Her limp body drove panic reactions in me as I wanted to demand to go with her, to protect her. 
 
    Deep breaths. They won't allow it. She'll be okay. 
 
    Warrick approached, handing out a piece of dark colored paper to Marisol. "Here is my card. Please let me know if there are any complications at a later point. A representative from OMO will be by tomorrow to reverse anything you don't want to keep this way." He glanced around once more. "She has quite the personality, doesn't she?" It was a meaningless statement and he proved it by walking out before anyone could have responded. I watched them with my eyes, refusing to admit the burning behind them as they disappeared down the hall. I heard the door shut. It sounded like a death knell on my dreams of a possible future. 
 
    "My baby is a mage." Marisol sounded relieved and I flinched, but I don't think she saw it as when I looked at her, she was facing Henri. "College, a degree. Maybe if she is high enough a doctorate?" 
 
    "Don't go counting the degrees before we get her back. A lot will depend on where and what she rates. While they don't require specific degrees, the government leans awfully hard to make sure you go the way they want you to go." 
 
    "True, but it doesn't mean I can't hope. My baby girl a doctor of science." Marisol all but whispered the word and I fought not to smile, but it was dashed as I remembered that no one would ever think that about me. 
 
    "I suppose this means we need to get her presents now?" Sanchez didn't say it sourly, but he was gazing in annoyance at his food. Which had also been petrified. I hadn't noticed that before. 
 
    "Sanchez Alfonso Guzman. Do not take that tone with us. Or do I need to remind you, your emergence got you the gaming rig you love so much?" Marisol snapped at her son, who just shrugged, but I could see he was kinda happy about Jo. It made parents happy to have their child emerge as a high-ranking mage—so many more doors opened to them. "So, the answer is yes." She paused tapping her finger on the table. "Don't tell anyone yet. Let her get home and see what her ranking is. Then we will decide. I so hope she is higher than a wizard. I want to rub Analise's face it in." She and her sister had a long-standing rivalry, always trying to top each other with the things their children had done. Analise's last child, a son, had emerged as a respectable wizard. 
 
    "Now, Mari. No reason to be catty. This is about Jo, not you. Why don't we pull up the listing for what we thought about getting her?" 
 
    "Really? You still want to get that for her?" Rather than excitement, I heard worry in Marisol's voice. That surprised me. What in the world could they get Jo that she would have trepidations about? 
 
    "You know she'd love to restore it, and she's a good rider. Besides, if she has Air, even as pale, she'll never have to worry about a severe accident. School will teach her to respond in a fraction of a second." 
 
    Marisol crossed her arms, staring at her husband for a long moment, then sighed. "Fine, but Sanchez, you are getting her the helmet as your part. The nice one with the highest ratings and built in Bluetooth. If we are getting her a motorcycle to rebuild, she is going to be as safe as possible." 
 
    Stinky winced but nodded. "Si, Mami." He disappeared into the kitchen, then came back out with a small plate of things that hadn't made it onto the table and promptly been petrified.  
 
    Henri pulled Marisol over to where they had their household computer, a compact thing, used strictly for web surfing and a few simple games. And just like that they had all forgotten about me. I fought down any emotional reaction and made my way quietly to the front door. Grabbing my jacket from the hook and slipping on my shoes, I went out the door shutting it as quietly as possible. The cold air slapped me and helped to stave off any tears. Shoving my hands in my pockets I started home. It was at least a three-mile walk. I'd use the time to think, or maybe try not to think. At least there was still rum and coke at the house. Suddenly getting drunk sounded like the best idea I'd had in a while. Get drunk and not focus on anything. Maybe I was overreacting and everything wouldn't be as bad as I thought. But in my experience, it was best to expect the worst and then be surprised by it not being as bad.  
 
    I reached into my pocket to pull out my phone, and to my complete lack of surprise, it had been turned into wood. Petrified wood.  
 
    Huh, that's impressive. Normally you can't change non-organics to organics. I'll have to remember to tell her. 
 
    With a sigh I put the useless device back in my pocket. And started to regret my decision to walk home. Her transformation splash had not only changed my clothes to bright blue and green, but my jeans were now thin blue slacks. Linen maybe? And my cotton sweater was now silk? That was a lot of effort. I hoped the offering hadn't been too bad. I paused and closed my eyes for a minute trying to remember. She had flushed red, so probably analogous to an all over sunburn. Indicating a medium level offering, depending on how deep the destroyed cells went. They'd slough off first chance. Her nails were always short, side effect of working in a car repair garage. Hair? I frowned trying to remember. Maybe, I seemed to remember a white powder on her arms when I grabbed her hand, but most of the hair on her head had been there. She would be so pissed if she fried her hair, but then transforming required control, not always a large sacrifice. That meant it might be okay. 
 
    I kept on my walk, trying not to pay attention to how cold I was. Winters, even the relatively mild winters in Georgia, were enough to make me wish I kept my hair long, but that was a mage status symbol. While some liked to flaunt what they weren't, I wasn't interested. Besides my hair grew so slowly I almost never had to get it trimmed. That odd thought made me frown. It seemed like once upon a time my hair had grown so fast I needed to cut it almost weekly. 
 
    The honk of a horn pulled me out of my spiraling thoughts, and I looked up to see a car pulling up to me. I recognized it. Chief Laurel Amosen. It was her personal car and I'd seen it when she came to get coffee or had done a talk or two at college. Those classes I'd always sat far in the back and tried to be invisible. She'd never mentioned she had seen me, so maybe it worked. Or she just didn't notice. 
 
    Her window slid down and she peered out at me. "Cori, what are you doing on the road at this time of night? And looking like you're freezing?" 
 
    Until she said it, I hadn't realized I was shivering. Oh well, it kept me warm, right? I couldn't even lie to myself, shivering like that was not a good sign. And while it was only thirty-three degrees out, the wind was making it even colder. Just what it needed, hypothermia or frostbite. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    Oh, I should probably answer her. "Out enjoying the wonderful night air to escape my adoring fans."  
 
    "Really?" She made a show of looking around. "I think you've managed. You get dropped off or something?" 
 
    If her tone hadn't been curious and worried, I might have taken offense. As it was, she just sounded worried. I sighed and toned down my attitude. "The Guzman's. Jo emerged. They're a bit distracted right now." 
 
    "Ah." Her tone held a wealth of understanding and I sank down a bit further into my coat, wishing it covered more. "I take it your clothes are the result of that." 
 
    I nodded. There wasn't much else to say. Weirder things happened when the magic snapped into someone the first time. "Get in." She nodded at the other side of her car. "I'll give you a ride home." 
 
    "I'm not a charity case, you don't need to rescue me." My protest was instant, and I didn't know why. I was freezing. 
 
    "Yes, I do. You die and I'll have to write up the police report. Trust me, the two minutes out of my way it will take to drive you home is worth it to avoid that paperwork." Her dry humor elicited a bitter smile from me, but I didn't argue again. Climbing into her car, the warmth wrapped around me and I sighed with relief, holding my hands out to the heater. Sometimes I didn't think things all the way through. 
 
    I react too much, always worried about crap. About bugging people. I really should stop it. 
 
    "She okay?" It was a valid question, the OMO office was attached to the hospital for a reason. 
 
    "Think so. Looks like a strong Order mage if the transformation effect is any indication." 
 
    "Good for her. I bet Marisol is delighted. How are you?" 
 
    I didn't look at her, but I pulled up my lying face. "Fine. My best friend just won the lottery in magic. High rank, college paid for. I'm excited for her. I can't wait to see what she does next." 
 
    "Leave you? Like your parents did?" 
 
    Any other time I might have snarked back, done anything to deflect the attention. Tonight, it just didn't matter. "That was always going to happen. Now she can get a degree and have an incredible life. I'll be fine. I'll get my degree, pass the tests. I'll get a good job. If I'm lucky we'll stay in touch." 
 
    "I think you might be underestimating Josefa Guzman. She loves you. She won't walk away or let you go." 
 
    "I'm not gay. She'll find someone else."  
 
    "I didn't say she was in love with you. That girl is a spark of fire. But she loves you and she'll remind you of it." Laurel sighed. "There are days I could beat your parents for what they did to you. But turning you over to Child Protective Services would have been worse. I wish I could have changed how they treated you." 
 
    My jaw dropped open as I stared at her. I had no idea what to say or how to respond. I knew the Guzman's hadn't been happy, but Chief Amosen? 
 
    "We're here. Cori, if you need something call. You've earned a lot of credit over the years. You've got a smart mouth, don't think things through, and charge into situations always looking for something. I don't know what you're looking for, but people care about you. You're a hard person to get close to. But if you need something, ask." 
 
    I didn't know how to respond to that, so I didn't. "Thanks for the ride, Chief." I got out of the car and climbed the steps, my breath steaming in the cold. She didn't drive away until after I shut the door behind me. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    The tales of Baba Yaga existed before magic was recorded, but in the steppes of Russia, planar rips could have gone unnoticed for years. The witch's recorded magic, granted all via stories and old folk tales, align directly with a Chaos mage strong in Fire. She disappeared from the records in the late 1800s, but it is possible she decided not to mess with people anymore as more and more were coming forward with magic in their own right. Unless someone finds her famous hut, she is recorded as probable mage, rank unknown. ~ A Study of Magic throughout History 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    When I get a job as a paramedic, I'm taking swing or graveyard. I hate mornings. 
 
    Staring at my coffee pot didn't make it brew any faster. I finally pulled away and finished doing a bit of cleaning while I waited. I couldn't set the auto time because it failed, sometimes with spectacular results. Which meant watching it to make sure it didn't do anything unrecoverable. Having the cheapest and simplest coffee maker in the world helped. And I had two spares, important in my life. When they died it was never worth the money to fix them.  
 
    I thought about what Jo had changed my clothes into. The shirt, originally a thick cotton button up over a tank top still had the same style, except now it was a brilliant green silk. If I'd bought it in a store it would have cost me a fortune. I'd made sure it had no stains and hung it up in the closet towards the back. At least if I ever had a date, I'd have something to wear. The tank top had changed to a lacy material that obscured nothing. That I left stuffed into the back of my drawers. I couldn't think of anyplace, or anyone, I'd wear it for. 
 
    Occasionally I wondered about the fact that I didn't go ga-ga over anyone, male or female. But mostly I chalked it up to stress and trying to keep everything juggled. I'd have more time to pay attention to people when I had a steady job and didn't have to always wonder what next? Though the idea of my weirdness following me gave me nightmares. Mostly I just planned around it. Always have extras, allow extra time, and don't overreact to anything. 
 
    The beep of the coffee maker rescued it from being reduced to basic components. I poured it into my travel mug, the largest Grind Down carried, doctored it with some heavy cream, cinnamon syrup, and a touch of ginger. It was weird, but it really did taste good. Smooth, not super sweet, and caffeinated like crazy. I only bought coffee from work with our discount. I'd miss that. 
 
    All packed up and ready, I headed out the door by six-thirty. 
 
    I needed to get a new phone, more money I didn't have or at least I couldn't afford to spend. But it was my lifeline and sanity. Luckily Androids could be found relatively cheap. I made my way to the bus stop. It was cold enough that I moved fast, but I just missed the bus. 
 
    I resisted the urge to cuss. It never made a difference. Even getting up early I still seemed to miss the bus more often than not. With a resigned sigh I huddled in the small bus shelter and focused on my coffee.  
 
    Its heat helped ward off the chill. That, and this time I was dressed appropriately. Wearing actual jeans with a pair of long johns under them helped a lot. I couldn't decide if the destruction of my phone was a good or bad thing. Bad, because Jo couldn't get a hold of me. Good, because this way I didn't have proof Jo hadn't gotten a hold of me. I pushed it away. This was her time and she deserved the joy. I wasn't about to ruin it with my moping. I focused on my to do list. School, bookstore, class, discuss schedule, then phone. I was worried I hadn't seen a schedule in my email and without a phone I couldn't check during the day. But knowing Bruce, he'd have copies to go over with us, so I wasn't going to stress over things I couldn't control. 
 
    The rumble of a diesel engine pulled me out of my fog and I looked up to see the bus coming. I was usually the only other person at this stop, so I was a bit surprised as someone came walking up quickly to me. He was bundled up, so I couldn't see anything about him, but he came to a stop a few feet from me, obviously glaring. 
 
    "Of all the people, why you? Why does the Murphy link to me so hard? Whomever fucking cursed you must have had it in for you. I swear, I'm moving to Atlanta just to avoid the ripples you create by existing." It all came out in a muttered rush, and I didn't have to see one hair on his head, or the merlin symbol at his temple to know who it was.  
 
    "Oh Shay. You missed me so much you got up early just to ride the bus with me? How sweet. Come on, you can sit with me and tell me all about what you have planned for today." I said it in my super sweet voice, making sure I smiled wide. 
 
    He grumbled and stomped onto the bus and I followed, fighting laughter. I didn't know if I'd ever figure out what Shay's problem was with me, but he kept me from getting bored. Besides, snarking at him had become a mandatory response.  
 
    Shay found a seat on the all but empty bus. Rather than sitting beside him, though I was tempted, I plopped into the seat in front of him and turned around, smiling at him. "Tell me Shay, what's on your agenda? And since when do you take the bus? Or did you decide you couldn't live without me another minute?" 
 
    He had pulled down the scarf that had wrapped around his face. His hat was still low covering the red hair and tattoo. I might actually miss him. That thought caused my mood to sour, but I had a role to fill, and I wouldn't want to let my audience down. 
 
    "So, what do you do all day? You're an Earth merlin, with strengths in Time and Order. So how does that relate to a career?" Part of me was curious, most of me was being a pain. 
 
    Shay glowered at me from under his brows, though they were black not red. I just smiled wider. If nothing else, he was a distraction from my thoughts. 
 
    "I'm a geophysicist. I run computations for earthquake risks in the Ring of Fire. I did my ten years with the USGA." He rattled it off as if it was a common question that he found terribly boring.  
 
    I hated being boring, so I narrowed my eyes, trying to think of something that people didn't usually ask him. My eyes drifted to the lower part of his tattoo. Pale in Transform. 
 
    "So how much energy does it take to transform something from plastic to petrified wood?"  
 
    He blinked and I smirked. "What? You thought I'd ask if you'd ever caused or stopped an earthquake? Pfft, like I care. So spill. How much sacrifice would it take?" 
 
    "Body parts. That is high rank and you'd have to rearrange the entire thing from the molecular level. That isn't a simple transformation." 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face and went over everything in my head again. She'd had all her fingers and her hair, but what about her toes. I'd never wanted my phone to work so bad in my life. I'd thrown it in my pocket, thinking maybe I could get a discount when I showed them what happened. Couldn't hurt to try.  
 
    But his words had me scrambling to tug it out of my pocket. My fingers were stiff with my worry and it took forever for me to grab it so I could pull it out. I shoved it in his face. "Body parts, for this? She turned a table and food petrified too. I didn't see anything missing." My voice shook and I realized my hand was shaking too. 
 
    "Murphy cloaks you. You'd think you had suffered enough," he muttered as he reached out and took the phone from my hands. I wasn't sure what that meant and ignored it as I stare at him, the thoughts of Jo foremost in my mind. 
 
    He grunted and handed it back to me. "Emergence?"  
 
    My head felt like it bobbled I nodded it so rapidly, then I paused as pain lashed through me. 
 
    Stop it. The last thing you need to do is give yourself a concussion. 
 
    "Don't worry about it. What happens in emergence may be an indication of a new mages' power. May," he stressed. "But the sacrifice never matches. It's as if during that moment of the magic settling into you, you're a merlin with a familiar and five yards of hair all at once. Very few people ever die during their emergence. More people die when they are accidentally killed by the mage emerging." He shot me a look, sighed. "She's fine. Don't worry about the sacrifice. Really, you need to get your facts straight, especially if you're going to be a paramedic. Jumping to conclusions might get people killed." He reached up and pulled on the next stop cord. 
 
    "Don't forget,” he said. "You need to figure out your own path. You've been looking for the wrong thing."  
 
    I blinked at him. What did that mean? I was looking for why my brother died. I was looking for a way to make sure no one else died. I was looking for answers to why my parents couldn't love me enough to forgive my failure. 
 
    Before I could say anything, he stepped out and disappeared into the trees. 
 
    "ARGH!"  
 
    The bus driver turned and looked at me. "Are you okay? Did he hurt you?" Alarm and worry coursed through his voice. 
 
    "No. I'm fine. He's just annoying." I sulked for the rest of the trip trying to figure out what the heck I was supposed to be doing if not what I was doing. And his comment about jumping to conclusions had a sharpness of truth that stung. I knew better, but it was Jo. I tended to worry over much about losing her. 
 
    At the campus I headed to the bookstore, already in a bad mood. I swear Shay was the most annoying person on the face of the earth. There were only two bags left and I felt my heart lurch as two other people headed that way. I sprang towards the bookshelf as someone else grabbed one of the kits. As they reached it, it collapsed and tumbled the second one to my feet. I swooped down and grabbed it, ignoring the look of disappointment of someone that I didn't recognize. I didn't care. This was now my bag and I'd be damned if I'd give it up. 
 
    I turned and stalked towards the cashier, ignoring the protest behind me. This was mine. I paid for it and cringed at the mental drop in my bank balance. But whatever. I needed this. 
 
    Dragging the heavy pack to class I almost regretted getting it. But I had a suspicion it might have given them a reason to flunk me. And that wasn't ever going to happen. Getting into the classroom I dropped the bag with a sigh. I'd need to work on my stamina and strength if I needed to get around with that hanging off of me. Oh well, I'd have time with my hours getting cut. Maybe start jogging? The idea made me nauseous. I hated running, but joining a gym? 
 
    Huh, wait a second. I pay that damn athletic fee every quarter. I can go work out there. Once I get the ride along schedule and the new hours from Molly. 
 
    The idea of doing something that might actually be a good thing after all the bad things made me a bit more upbeat. It didn't last long. 
 
    "Okay, listen up everyone. We had an issue with the servers last night, which is why no one has their schedules. I have them here. When I call your name come up and get them. Remember we have thirty students total in this program. This is just one class. It took a lot of juggling to work with the groups that were willing to support us and help you get your triple degrees. So I don't want to hear anyone whining about the schedules or anything else. What you have is what you have." He seemed to look at me as he said that, and I glared back defiantly. I wouldn't apologize for trying to save my life. Six months. I could live off ramen if I needed to for six months. 
 
    Bruce walked up and down the rows handing out the schedules. Well to be exact he laid each one in front of us face down. I glared at it, halfway expecting it to blow up. People around me were flipping them over and exclaiming or groaning, but I only knew of two of them that were in my boat, working while finishing school, and they were both three years older than me. Ones who never emerged. 
 
    I flipped it over and stared at it. Waiting for the text to make sense to my stressed-out mind. When it did, I wanted to cry. But you never ever showed weakness. People used it against you. I folded it up and stuck it in my pocket then directed my attention to the front of the class where Bruce stood. 
 
    "As this is your final semester and your practicum you will report to the contacts listed and work as an intern for them. They are covering your malpractice insurance and will sign off on your credit hours. Try to impress them. They are the ones you will be turning to for letters of reference after you graduate and take the certification exam. I expect you all to pass with flying colors."  
 
    I swear he always seemed to stare at me when he made these pronouncements. But then maybe I was just paranoid at this point. Either way I stared and waited for the next shoe to drop. 
 
    "This is our last Tuesday class—as you can see most of you will have a practicum at this time next week. Mondays are the only days you will spend in class and you should expect a full day in class from now on. We will meet weekly to test on material I've given you the week before, then present the new material. Figure the test from nine to ten, then a break. New material presentation from ten-thirty to one, a break of an hour. I do expect you to eat. Then we'll have class discussion and go over what the reading is and an assignment to ask during your internship. I'll try to kick you out by four each day. Any questions?" 
 
    I had tons of questions, but no one would care, so I sat mute as he looked at us all, waiting.  
 
    "Good. Then get out of here and contact your first rotation. Remember to ask basic questions like what is suitable attire, any supplies you might need, and when you should be there. Remember, even if this is the south, showing up late means you might fail. Keep that in mind. Good luck and you damn well better be shining stars. I want this program to work. Get going." 
 
    Everyone streamed out and I hung back, in no major hurry. Besides I had to go get a new phone before I could call anyone. More money. I just closed my eyes and heaved myself to my feet, plotting out my path. Phone store, then Grind Down. Make calls. Talk to Molly and try to hope it all worked out. So damn close I could taste it. I wouldn't fail now. 
 
    "Miss Munroe?" I turned to see Bruce looking at me and waving me over.  
 
    What now? Isn't there enough going wrong in my life? 
 
    I headed towards him. Smiling was more than I could do, but I forced my face into a neutral expression. That much I might be able to pull off. 
 
    "I talked with the registrar. They confirmed you are paying on the payment plan and everything seems to come from your own accounts. They refused to confirm, but you have no assistance documents filed?" 
 
    I didn't know whether to snarl or cry, so I fell back on my default. Snark. "Do you really think if I had anyone else supporting me, this is what I would be doing? Not all of us have silver spoons in our mouths to compensate for no magic." The silver spoon was a direct jab at Monique, but it made me look petty. 
 
    He flushed but I didn't back down. There wasn't a blasted thing he could do to me. My grades were good, and I would succeed. Everyone else could take a flying leap. 
 
    "Point. I made the assumption that…" He trailed off and shook his head. "Never mind. Hopefully I'll learn not to assume. That being. I talked to the sponsors for Police and EMT. They apparently know you?" 
 
    At that I snorted. I'd think so. Lord knows I'd called them enough. 
 
    Huh, maybe I can be a 911 operator if things get bad. I know most of the steps already and none of the mage gifts help. When you're talking on the phone there isn't much magic can do. 
 
    "Yeah. I seem to end up in weird situations. Most of them know me personally at this point." 
 
    "I suspect there is a story behind that, but regardless. They seem to have a great deal of confidence in your ability to, and I quote, 'not fuck things up too badly'."  
 
    That did cause a laugh and the spurt of amusement helped make the day not quite as frustrating. "I'll take that as a compliment." 
 
    "I would. Better than they say about most newbies that have passed the tests. But I mentioned you might be short of funds doing this at the time you were scheduled. Others had childcare issues and they trumped your situation. " 
 
    I fought back the lump in my throat and just smirked. "See, you get punished for not sleeping around and getting pregnant." 
 
    Bruce made a weird sound in his throat. I chose to pretend he was choking back a laugh. After a minute he continued. "Be that as it may. They agreed you might not be the normal intern, though they did mention a catastrophe quotient, but I wasn't sure what that meant." 
 
    From the amount of heat that it felt like my face radiated, I was sure I was the same shade as a Red Hot candy. "Just a thing at home." 
 
    Bruce gave me a long look and shrugged. "Either way, they agreed to pay minimum wage while you are working for them. You'll need to fill out W-2's and be in the 'cadet' program. Both people I spoke to didn't seem to think there was an issue with it. " 
 
    I grabbed the table, sure my knees would buckle. It would still be tight, but the schedule had eaten every time I was supposed to be at Grind Down except the weekends. And I only had hours from six to twelve those days. The schedule had me working Monday to Friday, a realistic thing, but I'd needed to not think too hard about it before I lost it. This, this meant everything. I didn't want to still hope on Marisol talking to my parents, but this might make it so I could survive without doing anything reckless. 
 
    "Thank you so much. You have no idea." 
 
    He gave me a considering look. "No. But I suspect I should have. You've been in this program two years. You're smart, sarcastic, but damn good, and I rarely see you overreact to anything, no matter how strange things get, unlike some students." 
 
    I shrugged, not wanting to get into my record of weird things happening around me. 
 
    "If nothing else, I promise to pay more attention. While everyone works very hard to not be biased against mages, I need to make sure I support the students in my program to the best of my ability and not assume anything. Most non-mages tend to stay in family groups for money and support. And I assumed. I won't do it again." 
 
    I tossed him a wan smile. "Then my job here is done. I shall continue on to educate the opinionated."  
 
    This time he did laugh. "Well then, carry on in your mission. I should hate to dissuade you." 
 
    Maybe he didn't suck as much as I thought he did. "Thanks again." 
 
    "Get going. You have people to call." 
 
    "First I need a phone." I pulled out my petrified phone. "Mine is a bit dead." 
 
    He looked at it, did a double take. "How in the world?" 
 
    "Emergence." I'm not sure what my tone conveyed, but his eyebrows crept up towards his hair line.  
 
    "Transformation mage, obviously. Hope that person gets a handle on their powers." 
 
    "Yeah." I shoved the object back in my pocket. "Thanks again." 
 
    "Good luck, Miss Munroe. I have faith in you." 
 
    I was glad he did. I didn't have any at all. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Emergence is one of the most mysterious and least understood aspects of magic. While most mages emerge when puberty has ended, the history of magic is long and varied. It is possible that we don't yet know everything about magic, but the consensus is that the rampant hormones in the body need to be settled before the confusion of magic is added to the mix. But remember people once thought the world was flat too. ~ Thoughts on Magic 
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    I will not kill phone reps, I will not kill phone reps. 
 
    If I kept chanting that in my head, maybe I might emerge from this without committing a felony. Maybe. 
 
    "I understand this isn't covered by my warranty. I just need a new phone. What is the cheapest full function – data, voice, messaging, you can sell me?" I didn't know how many times I'd said that already. If I said it again, I might snap. 
 
    "I just don't think I can give you any credit. This qualifies as mage damage and that isn't covered." The sales rep was a skinny Hispanic kid who made me look overweight, and that was saying something.  
 
    "I'm not asking you to. Just sell me a new phone so I can move my number over!" My voice might have spiked a bit and I saw his eyes flip to my temple before he relaxed.  
 
    "Fine, but you're going to have to pay full price for the phone. This can't be traded in." The snooty tone had returned and I resisted the urge to leap over the counter and strangle him. For a few reasons: One, I'd probably face plant doing that. Two, it wouldn't bet a good way to start any internship. Three, then I'd never get my new phone. I fell back on the only thing I could do and not get arrested.  
 
    "What? You mean you can't give me a free phone because my old one was destroyed? Wow, that never occurred to me. I mean, here I thought you'd give me a free phone because my old one got all magicked up. Who would have thought?" I let my annoyance and sarcasm coat every word, and that seemed to finally sink through to the kid. 
 
    "Fine. Yes. What phone did you need? We have the newest and—" I cut him off. Like I had the money for the best and brightest. 
 
    "No thanks. Same model that I had before. I think it's what, ninety?"  
 
    The kid looked at me sourly—that phone didn't get him a nice commission.  
 
    Sorry, but some of us can't buy all the sparkly stuff. 
 
    "Yes, a bit more with tax." 
 
    "That one please. Activate it with my number." I backed up religiously to the cloud, so everything should sync back down but my frustration level was causing me to itch all over my body. 
 
    He huffed a sigh, then flinched as his computer monitor sparked, cracked, and a wisp of smoke trailed up out of it. "Umm... I've never seen that happen before. We'll need to do this over here." 
 
    Managers were rushing towards us and my head itched so badly I wanted to scream, but I gritted my teeth. I'd give in after I was outside and could get rid of the dandruff.  
 
    It took another twenty minutes, mainly because the SIM card flipped out of his hand once and we couldn't find it, then the second one snapped in half as he tried to punch out the SIM card. He'd started to look a bit frazzled, so I had mercy on him and kept my mouth shut.  
 
    "Here you go. All set up and ready to go. You can log into your account and it will sync all your contacts." 
 
    I didn't grab it from him, quite. Either way, he widened his eyes a bit at how fast it appeared in my hands. "The voice mail will transfer, right?" 
 
    "Yes, that is on the switch. If you had any it would sync down." 
 
    The indicator above the voice mail showed nothing. My heart seized with a pain I didn't want to face. "Thanks." I headed out, mentally counting the money and not thinking about no frantic notes from Jo.  
 
    What if she did die, what if? 
 
    The thought wracked me, so I figured it'd be easy to figure out. I called the shop. On the second ring Marco answered. "Guzman Auto shop, how can I help you?" His friendly tone had no hidden depths, they weren't closed and he didn't seem upset. I hung up. 
 
    See, she's fine. Go do what you need to do. 
 
    Lugging the heavy bag, I headed to the bus stop. I might as well make all the calls from home where I could be assured of at least eating for a while. Eating at campus cost way too much. Besides, I had homework I needed to do.  
 
    The ride back was blessedly uneventful. I needed something to be unexciting. As we rode I called and asked Molly if she needed anyone today. I'd take any hours I could get, but she was already completely covered, though that didn't surprise me. I told her I'd email her with my new available hours that afternoon. First, I had people to contact. 
 
    Settled in my apartment, the huge bag taking up a spot on the couch, I pulled out the sheet and looked at my schedule. The first five weeks were with a doctor that was subsidized by Healthstar and they needed an MA. My least favorite thing to do, but for the most part it should be basics. Taking temperature, blood pressure, weight, verifying why they were there, getting them into the room and then entering the notes. Basic stuff, and from the notes they would fully train me on EPIC which never hurt. 
 
    "Rockway Urgent Care," a brisk voice answered when I called.  
 
    "Hello, this is Cori Munroe. I'm with the triple cert program. I was assigned to this center and I'm supposed to speak to Melanie Strickland?" I kept my voice as calm as if I was calling 911 again. No reason to get agitated. Just my future depended on this. 
 
    "Ah, yes. We were told they were handing out the schedules. I'm Melanie. So here's the rundown – and don't be offended if I sound rude, but you're the third person and we are swamped today, so I want to get through it quickly." 
 
    "No, I respect that. Please go ahead." 
 
    I had a notebook and started writing as she spoke. "Your shift is Tuesday through Friday eight hours a day which puts you at thirty-two, creating enough practicum hours to qualify." My pen snapped. I dropped it and picked up the next writing implement. I always had three or four ready to use. "Hours are from seven am to three-thirty pm with a half hour lunch. Please wear sensible closed-toe shoes and dark blue scrubs. We'll issue you one pair when you arrive, but you are expected to buy at least two more pair to be able to change out." My throat clenched at the idea of more money for clothes I'd hopefully never wear again. The pen's tip broke. I kept my groan to myself and grabbed the next one. Cheap pens were easy to find. "Expect to hit the ground running, though you have paperwork to fill out first. Any questions?" 
 
    The list of notes made sense, only the scrubs made me nauseous, but that was what it was. "No ma'am. I'll be there bright and early tomorrow." 
 
    "Excellent. I'll see you then." She hung up before I could say anything else. I grabbed a few more pens from my stash and laid them out. I'd need to get more soon. With a deep breath, I called the one for the police internship, a bit of hope in my heart. A tiny bit.  
 
    "Chief Amosen." Her crisp no nonsense voice answered the line and I cringed. Of all the cops who could be running the program I was in, it had to be her. And someday I'd have to let why I didn't like her go. It wasn't her fault she had to take Stevie from me.  
 
    "Chief, it's Cori. I'm calling about the internship?" 
 
    "Ah, Cori. Yes. You know we specifically requested you, right? And I know this screws up your work schedule, but we wanted you with Sam." 
 
    My breath caught, nothing making sense in my head. They had requested me? But why. And why hadn't she mentioned it the other night. 
 
    "I don't understand." And I didn't, though the statement came out blunter than I probably intended.  
 
    Laurel laughed. "I know we have issues between us, and I know why. I can't change that any more than you can. But we, meaning most of the department, know you seem to be a trouble magnet, not that you cause it. You just find it like a damn dowsing device. As such, we'd rather have you with us than have you end up in another department that might not react as well to what happens around you." 
 
    Huh. I hadn't even thought about that. She's right. Me with another department might have gone very sideways. 
 
    The program was tapping three different police departments and one sheriff's, so no one had to deal with too many interns. All of a sudden, I felt like maybe this might be a good thing after all. 
 
    "Thank you." I swallowed. Why was I so emotional? I really needed to get a grip. "So, what do I need to know?" 
 
    "Show up wearing black slacks, closed toed comfortable shoes, a dark simple t-shirt. We have some cadet in training shirts from an old program that should fit you. Bring your phone, but not much else. Sam is almost excited about this. He says his shifts are never boring when you're around." 
 
    "Sam barely tolerates me," I blurted. Then I felt my face heat. Sometimes my life would be easier if I kept my thoughts to myself. 
 
    The chief started to laugh. "He said you'd say that. Cori, he thinks of you as an annoying little sister. And worries about you. People do care. There just hasn't been much we could do. Show up at seven, in what, five weeks?" 
 
    I looked at my schedule and calendar. "Yeah. My Mondays are spent in class and my first rotation is as a medical assistant. They are five weeks each rotation and keep us at thirty-two hours." 
 
    "Excellent. We'll be ready. Stay out of danger, Cori." 
 
    "What? No telling me to stay out of trouble?"  
 
    Argh there goes my attitude again. 
 
    "You are almost never in trouble, just in danger. See you." She hung up with that leaving me staring at my phone. That conversation had not gone the way I expected, and it felt like the ground under my feet was shifting. I just didn't know if it was a good or bad thing. My eyes went to the voice mail indicator again, still it showed no one had called for me. 
 
    I forced everything down again. I could deal with my feelings in a bit. Right now I needed to deal with the last call. The number was listed as Captain Martin Martinez and I frowned. While I didn't follow all the interpersonal relationships, I was pretty sure that was Chief Amosen's husband. That couldn't be right. What were the odds? 
 
    Shrugging, I dialed the number.  
 
    "Rockway Fire, Captain Martinez speaking."  
 
    "Yes, this is Cori Munroe. I'm calling about the internship." 
 
    "Ah yes. You're the young woman Laurel stresses over so much. Sally said she wanted you on her rig. Let me see if she's available." I could hear the phone being muffled as I felt rocked again. Laurel talked about me? Why? Why would she even care? And obviously this was her husband. It was beginning to look like I'd been played. But was this a good thing or a bad thing? I wouldn't know unless I played it out. But still, couldn't they have talked to me? 
 
    Reality sank into me. Probably not. I was prickly at the best of times and even asking Jo for help seemed like an imposition. My eyes grew wet and I blinked rapidly, forcing myself to focus on the issue at hand. 
 
    "Yep. She's available. Let me transfer you through. I look forward to meeting you, Cori." Before I could say anything, I heard a beep and then the sound of road noise. 
 
    "Cori? You there?" Sally's voice came through the speaker. 
 
    "Hey Sally. So, what is going on?" 
 
    "Well, we all knew you were going through this new program and decided you needed to be with us. Which means, you get me last as you'll have taken the last of the courses by then and be about ready to take the certification test or have taken it. Jeff needs to have some minor surgery, so you're going to be my partner for most of the last five weeks. You ready?" 
 
    "No. But I'll try. What do I need to do, or bring?" 
 
    "Well I'll have moved my schedule by then so four twelves and then three off, then three twelves, four off. You will be contracted at an odd rate. You'll get more than thirty-two hours, we can't afford to have someone work half shifts, but that's all in the paperwork. If you can swing buy the fire department sometime and fill it out, it'll make sense then." 
 
    "I can do that. Clothes? What do I bring?" 
 
    "I've got two jumpsuits that should fit you. You can wear those. So closed-toed boots, something warm and soft to wear under the jumpsuits, your bag, and you should be good. This will be fun." Her voice seemed bright and real. And I really thought they were all insane. 
 
    "Will do. See you then, Sally." 
 
    "If not sooner. I know your luck." Her voice held laughter as she said it. We hung up and I stared. Not only did I need scrubs, but shoes that would work for all three places. And I knew very well that you bought good shoes, even if you couldn't afford them. I swallowed and added another thing to my list of items I needed to buy in the next day. At least for this week I could limp by on the work shoes I had and the single pair of scrubs. But this weekend I'd have to go shopping. 
 
    My fingers dug through my hair releasing a cascade of white flakes and I sighed. I didn't know how to reach out to Jo. I didn't want to impose, but I ached to see her, know how she was doing.  
 
    My eyes drifted to the bottle of rum still sitting on the counter. With a determined clench of my jaw I got up and made myself a strong drink. I sat back down on the couch and downed half of it. The burn of the alcohol mixed with the sear of carbonation on a throat that had been more parched than I realized hit me hard. I sat there and my mind went back to that day. The day I lost Stevie. The day I lost everything.  
 
    As if watching a movie I could rewind and fast forward, I relived it again, searching as always for an answer as to why he'd died. What had happened? And why had I lived? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    While Air and Fire rage, the smart man looks at the soul to see the truth - Mao Sun Lun (Pattern merlin of Qing Chinese Dynasty ) 
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    Why not torture myself and go back to that day and see if there is anything I never saw before? 
 
    I'd never mentioned to anyone that I could take this one memory and manipulate it like my own private video player. I'd heard of other people, not mages, but just people, who had perfect recall, so I didn't think much about it. Most mage skills they talked about were big, showy, things that created impressions. This was trauma and a single hour's long memory. I kept drinking as I started the memory once again. If it had been a vinyl record, there would have been a groove in it that threatened to snap it into pieces. My mind didn't break like that. The wound just dug deeper each time I looked and didn't find an answer.  
 
    The sun shone brightly. It was a few days before our twelfth birthday. A Saturday. The image of the park, the blue sky, the warmth in the sun, and the cool in the shade, the temperatures felt so real that I could almost hear the other kids in the park playing, feel the sun on my skin. Mom had dropped us off while she ran to the post office to mail something. What had it been? Oh yeah, taxes. Our birthday was April 15th, Tax Day. She was mailing stuff early. Stevie loved the swings more than anything, always chasing the ultimate high of flipping over the top. 
 
    I preferred playing on the monkey bars, hanging upside down and seeing the world from different angles. I was hanging there, my long hair almost touching the ground as I studied how different trees looked driving into the ocean of sky, when Stevie screamed. 
 
    He yelled and laughed a lot, much more exuberant than I had ever been. But all I had to do was think back and I could hear that scream ripping me in two. This is where the memory gets funny. Minds are odd places and they do weird things. For me, everyone else around seemed to freeze. They just didn't move. Even the birds seemed to hang in place as I dropped and ran to him. 
 
    Over the years, researching what could have caused it, I read other people describing traumatic events, and they would mention the rest of the world going away, or everything moving in slow motion. This quirk of my memory was just one more thing among many that didn't make sense that day.  
 
    He lay there under the swings, the one he'd been on hanging broken above him like a sad flag pointing to the fallen figure. I flipped off the bar. Now looking back, it was a good flip. I nailed the landing, but I only cared about getting to him. He lay there and a gust of wind knocked my hair into my eyes. The seat pointed at him. I still avoid playgrounds and the associated panic attacks. 
 
    I sat there on my couch, taking another large mouthful of rum and coke, even as in my memories I watched myself peer at him. Shake him. 
 
    Huh, I never noted before his eyes were rolled back up in his head. He kinda looks like Jo did. But you don't emerge until after puberty. 
 
    Thinking back, I remembered I'd started my first period the month before. It sucked and I was still whining about how unfair it was boys didn't have to deal with this. I felt myself smile at the memory. Stupid kid complaints. 
 
    Heat seared me as I reached for him and I flinched back. That was another clue I'd searched for, rapid onset high temperature. Though if his body was that hot with fever, he would have already had irreversible brain damage. I watched my body react to the heat. It was like something had hit me too. A pain to the heart and mind so great that I blacked out for a few seconds. I remember feeling like my inner self was being attacked, that I fought with everything in me to break free for what felt like an eternity. Then the ribbon of power collapsed, sinking into me, pooling, merging with my very essence.  
 
    From all witness accounts nothing happened that day at the park. Stevie had collapsed and I ran over to him crying. Nothing more was reported. My fear and trauma were creating false memories, nothing else made sense. I'd probably never know for sure what happened, but I always figured it was me feeling my twin die or at least start to die. Maybe it was his soul pulling away from mine. And that was my psyche dealing with the breaking of our bond. 
 
    Stevie and I had been best friends. I always knew when he was lying. He always could time things to make me smile. Sometimes I thought we'd both grow up to be mages as we could almost hear each other's thoughts. But that didn't happen and would never happen for either of us. 
 
    I never knew how long I was out. It was probably just a few seconds as I was still kneeling and panting for breath as if I forgotten to breathe for too long while running. He lay there, limp; his body now cold instead of burning hot. I remember pulling him into my arms, screaming his name, screaming for help. At this point the world always seemed to kick into gear. I heard other children scream, parents yelling, the creaking of the swing as it moved in the wind, but all I could see was his limp body. 
 
    There were strange marks all over his face and arms. Then I just thought they looked like little sunbursts, now I know they were petechiae. Pulling him even tighter, I begged him to wake up and look at me. His eyes fluttered open for the briefest moment, eyes the same amber brown as mine looking back at me.  
 
    Pausing the memory, I looked deep into his eyes, noting the pupils dilating as he stared up at me, the frown creasing his brow, and then he closed his eyes and was gone.  
 
    It started up again with me screaming, sirens, people talking to me. I stopped it again. I drained the coke, wanting more rum, but drinking while lost in my mind was too easy. Getting up to make more took too much effort. The booze swirled around my system as I looked at the stopped picture.  
 
    How did they get there so fast? 
 
    I'd never asked that question before, but it had been a few years since I let myself fall into that day. To relive everything. I had learned response times down to the minute for most people in our town. Why hadn't I ever asked why they got there so fast? 
 
    Time distortion in traumatic events is normal. There isn't anything odd about it. I'd learned from the autopsy report that something hit Stevie so fast and hard the cells in his body burst. Overwhelming catastrophic cellular failure.  
 
    I still had that report. I'd stolen it from my parents. Not that they would have cared. That thought pushed me up and moving to pour myself another drink. I could see the exploding blood vessels in his eyes. Making him look like a failed zombie makeup. After making my drink, I curled back up, taking another large gulp. The strength of it made me gasp, but I welcomed the sting as I got pulled back into the memory. I had held him screaming. Even in the memory I couldn't figure out what I said. Help? Don't die? Maybe I just screamed. Any or all of them were correct. I could see them rushing towards me. Police, EMTs, fire. They tried to pull him from me, but I had him locked so tight to my body they couldn't get him. 
 
    "Corisande Munroe? That's your name, right?" In my memory, I turned and looked. Laurel Amosen knelt there. Talking to me in rapid words as people around us shout for a backboard and stretcher. "This is your brother. We need you to let him go so we can help him." 
 
    Even then, days before I became an almost teen, I knew there was no help for him. No reason to let him go. The memory, the emotion slammed back into me and I took another swallow trying to drown the emotions. The tears. 
 
    "We need you to let him go. Please Corisande. We need to help him." Watching again, her hands seemed to move in slow motion but I knew they were fast, strong, needing to pull him from me. She did, she reached in and pried my hands apart. Others grabbed him and pulled him away. I lunged forward trying to grab him, but Laurel was there. I saw her insignia bars. I hadn't realized she was only a lieutenant back then. I had known she'd risen through the ranks, but I'd always thought she'd been the captain then. I blamed her for making me let him go. I watched again, the memory and feelings overlapping in my heart. She'd held me tight as I'd screamed and struggled while they loaded him on a gurney and raced away. The next time I saw him was in the funeral home during the viewing. The south had traditions that even growing up here I hated. Seeing him lying there; still, dead, not the brother I had loved so badly. 
 
    The memory dissolved. After that my parents withdrew into themselves unable to look at me without crying. After that everything crumbled away. 
 
    A drop of wetness hit my hand. Touching my face, I realized I was crying again. Why? It wouldn't change anything. I chugged down what was left of my drink and grabbed the new phone. Twenty minutes later I had multiple reminders set, my clothes laid out for tomorrow and was as ready I could be.  
 
    I headed to my room and set the mechanical alarm Jo had given me years ago, ignoring the emotional pain as I put it down on the other side of the room.  
 
    It had been such an exhausting day I should have passed out the second I laid down. Instead I looked at the ceiling, my mind caught on two images from that day. Stevie laying there, body arched, eyes rolled back in his head, and the strange heat. It felt almost textbook emergence. But that wasn't possible. While there were certain physical conditions that might cause puberty to start or end early, neither of us suffered from them. So why did that image tug at me? It just had to be a coincidence. Strong physical damage or poison could cause similar reactions or damage to the body. There could have been something. After all, I knew how he died. I just didn't know why. 
 
    Everything I did was to gather more information, to figure out why he died. Why he had died and I didn't. I snorted a bit to myself. I'd keep looking, but I suspected I'd find out who the detective was looking for before I ever quit looking for the reason my brother died.  
 
    Whatever. I need to get over this tears crap. I can't bring him back. Nothing I do will change anything. 
 
    And that thought hurt worse than anything else. I didn't remember falling asleep. 
 
    The next thing I knew I was back at that moment, reaching out towards his limp body, but this time there was more. That endless moment of blackness, of a struggle, wrapped around me. I felt myself pushing and pulling on a thick stream of swirling light connected into me as it was being pulled out of me. It hurt as it tugged and pulled, emptying me out. My dream-self—somehow I knew it was a dream, but it wasn't a dream. Confused, I watched myself as I grabbed that stream and pulled. Like a tug of war that pulled at my very essence. I panicked and yanked hard, every bit of me in the fight to stay whole. Something snapped on the other side, I felt it reverberate through that solid yet flexible stream. The end, much longer and larger than I could have believed, came flying back through the void towards me. It impacted with a resounding crash that had no sound, but I felt in every cell of my body. The feeling shocked me out of my sleep, and I woke up laying there - panting, heart racing, and sweat pooling on my body. I knew if I had stayed, I would have ended back next to the swings at the moment I woke up from blacking out.  
 
    I tried to slow my racing heart, but what I couldn't manage to push out of my mind was the vague impression of a figure at the other end of the stream collapsing as it snapped back into me. 
 
    It was just a dream. Right? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    If you think you might be a mage, get tested. Always free, and knowing is better than not knowing. ~ OMO Advertisement 
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    Second shift, I swear by all that is holy, I'll do anything for second shift. 
 
    The chant stayed in my mind as I slogged through the pouring rain to the bus stop at six in the morning. The urgent care clinic I had been assigned to lay on the other side of town. With the bus route I should get there at least fifteen minutes early.  
 
    I didn't even bother to look around as I huddled in my coat under the flimsy protection of the bus stop. You would think, given that it rained as much in Georgia as Oregon some years, they'd build better bus stops. My coat didn't keep all the water out and umbrellas were a recipe for disaster for me. It never failed but something freaky would happen if I used one. My old coat, way too short, was better and safer for everyone around me. The rumble of the bus had me stepping to the edge and looking forward to the warmth and dryness inside. The pouring rain obscured my vision and I hadn't been paying attention to anything except trying to stay warm and relatively dry, which meant I didn't realize there was a puddle there until the wave of water from the bus pulling up soaked me from the waist down. 
 
    My eyes closed and I heaved a big sigh, then dragged myself onto the bus.  
 
    "Oh crap. Did I do that?" the bus driver asked, looking at my now soaked pants and shoes.  
 
    "Yes," my voice dull as I tapped my pass on the reader. 
 
    "I am so sorry. Here, sit in that seat. It has the heater blowing on it directly. Again, so sorry." The poor man was almost babbling.  
 
    I just nodded and sat down, clutching my coffee. It had to be my salvation.  
 
    At least with this much going wrong, maybe I'll get to work early, if not on time. 
 
    The second the thought finished, I cringed and waited for the world to end. 
 
    To my vague relief and surprise, it didn't. The bus pulled up at my stop, one block from the clinic door. 
 
    "I am really sorry, ma'am," the driver said again. I just shrugged. If I got mad at this stuff, I'd live my life mad. I didn't need any more negative karma in my life. 
 
    A quick glance out the bus doors showed it was only drizzling. Good, I'd make it to the front door without much trouble. I stepped off the bus onto the sidewalk. The doors closed behind me and as I started towards the front door, the sky opened. Between one step and the next, the rain started to fall so hard and fast I couldn't see in front of me. I felt the water seep into everything else that wasn't already wet. 
 
    "Really? Really?" I couldn't even muster up the energy to get upset. Instead I just splashed my way to the front of the clinic. As I stepped under the overhang the rain lightened up, back to the drizzle it had been. I cast a baleful look at the sky and pushed my way in. Melanie Strickland had asked me to arrive at seven and it was six forty-five. I'd wanted to be earlier, but the bus had been a bit slow with the rain. The waiting room was empty and there was no one behind the glass at the reception desk. I walked over and knocked on the door. Loud enough that anyone back there should be able to hear me, but not so bad as to be obnoxious. 
 
    "We don't open until seven. Please wait and we'll be with you shortly," a voice snapped back, annoyance clear in the tone. 
 
    It took me back a bit, but I replied, trying to sound like something other than how I felt, a drowned wombat. "It's Cori Munroe. I start my internship this morning?" At this point I wasn't sure about anything and it showed in my voice. There was a heavy sigh from the other side of the door, and I straightened trying to appear… something. Less bedraggled wasn't going to happen. The only reason I wasn't panicked about my phone was it had a waterproof case, and I'd put it in a plastic baggie when I put it in my pocket. Some lessons I didn't need to learn twice. 
 
    The door slammed open, and the only reason it didn't hit me was I stepped back as it unlocked. In front of me stood a slim girl, with a figure that I knew men drooled after. Slim with large breasts, dark hair colored red and yellow in beautiful braids that hit just past her shoulders. Large brown eyes, with makeup that made them dark and mysterious and skin a dark nutmeg. She was stunning and I immediately felt even more plain and unkempt. 
 
    "Wow, we got a real prize with the first one. I hope the rest are better." Her sneer was clear as she raked me up and down with her gaze. 
 
    She wore a Chaos symbol on a necklace, the gold gleaming against her skin.  
 
    Oh, please, don't let this be Melanie. 
 
    "Are you Melanie?" I tried to keep nerves from my voice. Showing weakness was bad. I knew this. 
 
    "Oh please. Not. I'm Sherlyndie." She pointed at her chest and it registered she had a name tag there. "Well, get in here before anyone else shows up." Her look up and down conveyed exactly what she thought. "Normally we'd get you a key so you could come in the staff entrance, but you won't be here long enough for us to take that risk. Follow me." 
 
    Sherlyndie turned and headed into the back, not checking to see if I followed. As she weaved through, I tried to keep track of everything. Noting room numbers, the nurses' desk, vitals stations, all stuff our training indicated I would use as a medical assistant. 
 
    She stopped at an empty office with a pile of paperwork on the desk. "There. Fill that all out. I'll see if I can find the scrubs for you. Don't take long. People are probably already coming into the waiting room sure they are dying because they have a mosquito bite." 
 
    And she was gone before I could ask any questions. I dug in the desk for a pen and started going through the paperwork. It really didn't take long. Most of it was HIPPA, health information privacy forms. Acknowledgment I wasn't a medical professional, and a few other things to make sure I got credit for the hours that I worked there. Then I waited. My wet clothes clinging to me making me even clammier. I wished I could work without a bra, but while I wasn't endowed like Jo was, my breasts were a bit too much to be able to work without one.  
 
    And I waited.  
 
    Glancing at my phone it showed that it was after seven-thirty. Completely unsure I stuck my head out the door, which I'd left open the entire time, but I didn't see anyone. I sighed and moved out into the hall trying to remember where the nurses' station was. Making my way back through the maze I worked again on trying to memorize where everything was. 
 
    Maybe I'll be lucky, and they'll have driers in the bathrooms. 
 
    Two women sat at the desk, one of them Sherlyndie. The other was middle aged, probably fifty, with short cropped brown hair. I didn't see any tattoos or jewelry, but that didn't mean anything. You weren't required to be marked at hedgemage rank. 
 
    "Who are you?" the second woman asked, her voice sharp, annoyed, and familiar. 
 
    "Melanie? I'm Cori Munroe." 
 
    She blinked, looked at me, then at Sherlyndie, who just smirked. "I see. What have you been doing?" She seemed more resigned than annoyed, which implied a lot about having a mage working there. 
 
    "I filled out all the paperwork." 
 
    "Excellent. Any questions, and don't have any questions. We're swamped today. My other MA didn't show up." 
 
    Great way to set me up for failure. Thank you so much. I don't get paid for this, remember? 
 
    Even though the thoughts rattled around my brain I forced a smile. "Not really. But I do need those scrubs. And a place to change. As you can see, I'm a bit wet." 
 
    The office temperature was cool enough that I hadn't dried out much. I pulled the wet clothes from my torso with a soft slurp. 
 
    "What? Did you jump into a river before coming in? I swear." She huffed and stood up. I got the feeling she huffed a lot. "This way." 
 
    In short order I had scrubs that fit, barely. They were too big, but that was for the best. She also found a t-shirt that fit from one of their sponsorship things. It had a big heart walk logo on it. I didn't care. It was dry. Bonus was the towel and hospital socks that she handed me. 
 
    "Get cleaned up as best you can and meet back in the central area. And hurry. We seem to be getting lots of traffic today." 
 
    I just nodded, slipped into the bathroom and gratefully out of my wet clothes. After I toweled off my hair and rubbed my skin briskly to try and warm up, I wrapped up my underwear in it and twisted the towel hard. That made them just slightly damp, not wet. The moisture-wicking underwear was proving to be worth what I paid for them. A few minutes later, dressed in the scrubs and my still damp shoes, I stepped out and headed to the central area. 
 
    "Is there a bag or something I can shove these in?" I held out my wet clothes and jacket. Melanie grabbed a plastic grocery bag from a drawer in her desk.  
 
    "Shove it in here. This is your area." She pointed to a corner with a computer. Then she handed me a checklist with a note pad. "Here are your duties. The system will tell you who to call and what room to put them in. You go get them from the waiting room, get their weight, height, temperature, blood pressure. Then in the room call up their record and enter what the complaint is. If it is serious and you think it might require immediate attention, grab Lyndie. Then come back, update, and grab the next one on the list." She paused and looked at me, a faint look of horror on her face. "You do know how to use the EPIC system, right?" 
 
    "A little bit?" Weren't they supposed to be training me? "They trained us on it and went over how to find all the stuff you just listed." And I wasn't lying. We'd had a week's training on it last semester. Over three months ago. I stiffened my spine. I'd figure it out. Though I looked at the computer with trepidation. I really hoped they had good anti-static protection. As wet as I was, hopefully I wouldn't be that conductive. 
 
    "Oh good. Here's your temp badge and your access codes. Remember the forms you signed prevent you from divulging anything you may see. Go. I've got to get someone roomed while I wait for you to get up to speed." Her frustration was clear, and I wanted to snap back, but I bit back my attitude. References were important. 
 
    I forced a smile and headed to the computer. Looking at the badge, I clipped it on my scrubs and managed to login to the system. Go me. It was the last thing that went right that day. 
 
    One lady was so large the scale couldn't weigh her and the other one was broken, so she yelled at me for being discriminatory against her weight. 
 
    Half the time the system refused to pull up patients for me and I had to go get Melanie to figure out why the system blocked my access. 
 
    A mage, Chaos from his necklace, came in for a gash across his arm and would barely look at me, though when Lyndie showed up he suddenly became polite and asked if she could take a look at his arm. 
 
    At least three people refused to tell me why they were there and then Melanie explained to me I need to work on getting the patients to communicate with me better. 
 
    One male patient got in my face, threatening me if I didn't get him pain drugs now, I'd be the one needing them. As I tried to explain that I didn't have access to anything, he swung his arm backwards, hit the oxygen valve on the wall and it went through his arm. I screamed for Lyndie and my voice might have contained something, because she came at a run. He ended up getting his drugs, and I got to see a mage at work healing someone. That was fascinating, though she was pissed at having to offer up part of one of her braids for an idiot who was seeking drugs. 
 
    I hadn't realized I needed lunch, and I had nothing to buy anything from the vending machine in the tiny vending area. I was starving by the time the day rolled to a close. 
 
    "Well, you sucked. But for a first day it could have been worse. Be better tomorrow," were Melanie's parting words.  
 
    The rain had stopped during the day and I climbed back on the bus just wanting to go home and cry. But I had reading to do and needed to get ready for the quiz on Monday. The only bright spot I could think of was only two more days until Saturday and I had Marisol's home cooking waiting for me.  
 
    That thought almost gave me energy and I clambered up my stairs to go into my apartment. Warm dry clothes that fit and hot food would go a long way to making me feel better. 
 
    I froze as I stepped into my apartment. Sitting on the couch were Jo and Marisol. 
 
    "Finally! I thought you'd never get home," Jo said, glaring at me. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
     Over the years it has been referred to as branding, marking, creating ownership tattoos, and even discrimination. After the horrors of World War II, backlash against it became even more severe, but no one has been able to think of a better way to identify mages to everyone. Anything else can be too easily removed. The idea took hold back in 1876, when an irate husband, mad about his wife's refusal to obey him per the story, created and branded her on the side of the face as an effort to let everyone know she was a mage, or witch at that time. The current theory was that he thought she'd be shamed and stay home, dependent on him. Instead she colored it with dyes and make up as available at the time, and went out proudly showing off her powers, using it as an advertisement as to her skills. ~ History of Magic 
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    She's here. What does that mean? 
 
    The thought matched the spurt of joy in my heart as Jo got up and stalked towards me. Her long dark hair cascaded around her, but there at the temple I saw her new tattoo. The colors didn't surprise me. Solid blue, the line in bright green, then hash marks in light blue. Unable to stop myself I reached up and touched her tattoo. The Order mage symbol bright. The familiar layout told me she was strong in Transform, pale in Air and Earth. Nothing that surprised me. 
 
    "What rank?" My voice came out as a whisper. I knew she wasn't a merlin, but anything else was possible. 
 
    Jo squeed. My laid back friend squeed and grabbed me in a bear hug. Her strength and height had her easily picking me up and spinning me in a circle.  
 
    "An archmage! An archie!" Her words so loud in my ear I flinched, even as I hugged her back. Happy for her. But it crumbled what hopes I had. It meant college, probably a PhD. People that would fascinate her. And there would be me. Not a mage. No college. A memory. 
 
    She let me go, pulled back to look at me, and groaned. 
 
    "Merlin's cajones, Cori. Stop it. I know your parents left. But you're my best friend for life. I'm not going anywhere. Remember?" She pulled down her pants to expose her hip and the BFF tattoo. The one that matched mine. "You are mine. I'm still planning on growing old next door to you and letting our kids grow up together." 
 
    "Tattoos? Really?" Marisol's voice cut across our intense stares and Jo flushed, pulling her pants back up. "Both of you?" Her voice told me she wanted to see, and it was easy enough to tug down the scrubs to reveal mine. "Oh well. I suppose if that is the worst you two did as young adults I'm not going to complain. At least it isn't as tacky as it could be. Now come sit down Cori. Jo, tell her the rest." 
 
    I dropped my bag of wet clothes—they hadn't dried at all—on the floor and took my desk chair while Jo danced around the room, her excitement all but sparking off of her.  
 
    "They had to do lots of tests, which is why it took so long. And I'm sorry but I didn't want to just call you and tell you. That would be wrong. Then you weren't here, so I said I was going to wait and Mami said just as well, so yes." She paused and swallowed. "I'm going to GA MageTech. They are super excited about my skill set and babbling about all sorts of degrees. And if I do well, it will guarantee me access to the PhD program. The recruiters I talked to mentioned a job with the Army Corps of Engineers. They said Transform mages are really rare and there will probably be a battle between departments if I get a PhD and do well in my classes. But it means I'm staying here in Georgia. Atlanta is only an hour away. I can't start until the winter semester, but they will let me decide where I want to live and what I want." She took a deep breath and stared right at me. I tensed expecting the worse. "I want you to get a job in Atlanta. Near the college. And room with me. They said if you emerge it could be guaranteed. But if not, if you pay half the rent, they can do that." 
 
    "She was a bit insistent," Marisol said, her voice dry. But when I glanced over at her, there was only humor and love in her gaze. 
 
    "Hey, I'm not leaving you here. Not for anything. And besides, you like my cooking and someone needs to look after you." 
 
    "I love anyone who can cook. Which means anyone not me," I pointed out. But deep inside I wanted to cry with relief. Surely with all the skills I was learning, I could get a job in Atlanta. It would take a bit more money. My brain stopped at that point and I realized if I was moving in with her, the government would cover the first and last. I wouldn't have to come up with it. It was a good thing I was sitting down, because my knees might have given out if I was still standing. 
 
    "Jo, I, I…" The words wouldn't come and she just grinned. 
 
    "BFF. That is what it is. Now we just need to get you to graduate with honors or at least certifications." 
 
    I groaned. "Oh, I'll graduate, but I tell you, whatever I did in a past life I'm sorry for. The amount of negative karma is becoming ridiculous." I explained the day I had, and Jo growled in annoyance.  
 
    "Want me to go talk to them? That is just tacky." 
 
    The offer delighted me, and I wanted to hug her again. "Everyone would think you were my girlfriend, and frankly, I'm not in your class. Nah. I'll have to get used to dealing with this. But still, thank you. This means maybe I can afford the scrubs and everything else I need with my hours being all but destroyed." I brightened and told them about the other two groups putting me on, so I'd get some money. 
 
    "Excellent. I knew Laurel could come through with something. I swear there are days I wanted to just take you away from your parents, but every option would have made life so much worse for you." She sighed and I frowned. The chief had said something similar. Oh well, it didn't matter now. 
 
    "It's all good. I'm fine. I have the best best friend in the world, and now I think I can manage to get by for the next few months without living off ramen." 
 
    Marisol looked horrified at that. "I think not. No hija of mine is living off that that merde. It doesn't qualify as food. I'll make sure you have lunches and enough food that you don't need to worry about anything other than breakfast and snacks." 
 
    "Oh, wait that wasn't what I meant, you don't have to." My protests were probably weaker than they should have been. It really hadn't been what I intended. The idea of Marisol's food for lunches and most dinners removed my ability to truly protest. 
 
    "It isn't up for discussion. But we need to talk about your family." She made the statement the same way I'd expect someone to talk about dog shit on their shoes. 
 
    The lump that formed in my throat wouldn't go away no matter how much I swallowed, so I nodded at her to go on while I got up to get some water. 
 
    "As you weren't here and I saw your parents were home, I told Jo to stay and I went to talk to them." I didn't know how to decipher the look on her face. Annoyance, pity, dislike? It was a strange look. "Apparently they had taken the day off to attend a school event and had gotten home with Kris. I told them I needed to talk to them about their daughter. What I find fascinating is Kris froze, looking at me as Estella and Rafael went pale. For a minute I thought they would pass out. They tried to get me out of there, but I wasn't having any of that. I pushed in and told them to sit. Rafael was so amusing." I'd never seen Marisol smirk before. It looked wicked on her. "He tried to say he would call the police and have me removed. I encouraged him, pointing out that Laurel would love to have a chance to address their treatment of their daughter with them. They both sat on the couch. Then they tried to order Kris to his room. That kid is going to be something else. He looked at both of them, shook his head, and sat on the far side of the room staring at them." Marisol sighed and took the water I brought her. Jo had shaken her head at me when I offered. Marisol sipped it, thinking. 
 
    "I won't bore you with the details, mainly because I still can't decide how I feel about them. Here is the bottom line. They never told Kris the lady living in the apartment was his sister and he wants to meet you badly. Preferably this weekend. But that being said, I let them know exactly what problems you were facing and that while you might be an adult now, they have not lived up to the spirit of having a child and had walked away when Stevie died." Marisol sighed and shifted in her chair. "I swear when I said that they looked like they were about to crumble in grief. I have lost a child, more than one. I get it, but madre dios, you don't quit on your other children. You don't walk away." 
 
    "It's okay. I don't need anything from them." 
 
    Marisol turned eyes on me that sparked with fire, literally. Her ability to control it, to make it obey her commands flicked in her eyes. I had no idea how that was even possible and pulled back a bit in surprise. 
 
    "Freaky, isn't it? We found out the hard way as kids when she spanked us her hand would get hot. Gave new meaning to the term hot ass." Jo's comment had me choking and Marisol heaving a sigh. 
 
    "It is not okay, and you and Sanchez were enough to try the patience of a saint. Well I chewed on both of them, pointing out that giving an apartment at what sixteen?..." 
 
    "Fourteen," I muttered, looking away from her. 
 
    "Fourteen?" 
 
     Marisol turned her gaze to Jo who shrugged.  
 
    "She begged me not to tell you.” Jo looked at her mother with a steady gaze. "She was safe, had food. I didn't see a reason to break my word."  
 
    "Very well, but still. That was not parenting, it was forcing a child to be an adult. It is a credit to you, Cori, that you pulled it off. Got out of school with a 3.8 GPA. You are making something of yourself, and they deserve none of the praise. But I laid all that out and said you needed more money to be able to finish school. That you'd done everything by yourself so far. They came around to my way of thinking." Marisol dug into her pocket and pulled out a check, handing it to me. 
 
    I almost choked when I looked at it. 
 
    "It isn't enough, not by far. Money and things aren't a substitute for love. I wish you had told me more, but it took me a long time to realize exactly how much they had abandoned you. You put on a good show, Cori. And I'm sorry we didn't pry earlier." Marisol's gaze caught and held me, like a bug trapped in amber. 
 
    It took me forever to pull away from her eyes and look at the check. I choked when I realized what I held. "This is a check for five thousand." 
 
    Marisol snorted. It was a strangely inelegant sound from her. "It should have been for twenty, but they said it was all they can afford and I figured this would get you started, and help the two of you set up your new apartment this summer.” She grinned at her daughter. 
 
    "Yes!" Jo jumped up, doing her hip shimmy. "Told you I had the best mom ever." 
 
    "Yes, you both do. Now come on, Cori. Let's go get you some scrubs that fit. Those look awful on you." 
 
    I gave in to temptation and went over and pulled Marisol into a hug. "Thank you, for everything." 
 
    She hugged me back. "Never forget how amazing you are. And take care of my daughter. She's a bit of a spaz." We both looked at Jo still doing a hip shimmy in my living room. 
 
    "I think I can do that. After all, she seems to want to keep me." 
 
    "Until end of time, Cori. BFF. Learn it, love it, live it. Oooh, an apartment. This is going to be fun." 
 
    I started laughing, I couldn't help it. Her joy was contagious and some of the fear that had haunted me vaporized. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The Chaos class of magic is a bit of a misnomer, and there have been strong lobbies to change it to Elemental or Variable class, but it has never changed. The branches within Chaos each have flavors that make sense and are often described as Chaotic, but even now, people think of evil when they hear Chaos and there is nothing in magic, or in any of the classes that has anything to do with good or evil. ~ Magic Explained 
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    I need to learn to work with people I can't stand. I need to learn to work with people who are jerks. Treat this as another test. 
 
    If I kept repeating that in my mind maybe I wouldn't lose it and strangle Lyndie. While technically you can't be discriminated against due to magic or the lack thereof, just like you can't stop someone from getting a job because of their skin color, none of that stopped people from caring. Lyndie was one of those "I'm a mage so I'm better than you" people. She flaunted it, making sure her tattoo was always visible, plus she usually wore jewelry that jingled and jangled and basically made so much noise I wanted to rip it off her. 
 
    But the worst part was that she was useless unless it interested her. Some weird medical thing, she was right there, acting like her Transform abilities meant she could heal anything. It didn't, by the way. While it helped, it also could create issues. Unfortunately, she was a skilled nurse. Just lazy, condescending, and a general pain in the ass. And Melanie ignored it all. She was aware of it, I could tell by her tightened lips every time something was left undone, but then she just assigned it to me. 
 
    I didn't care, but I did. I was the equivalent of a student MA. Which meant I shouldn't be doing anything other than the basics. But I was now muddling my way through returning calls, , giving shots, (that at least was easy), and being the chaperon for any gynecological stuff, which just made me uneasy. 
 
    I still didn't know if I was, or wasn't bi, straight, or gay, but the condition of some of those women's lower parts made my skin crawl and did absolutely nothing to make me want to be sexually involved with anyone. Male or female. Just ewww. 
 
    But as the weeks went by, I got better. They really needed to work on actually training people. I made it only because I needed to make it more than I needed just about anything else. That, and I had lunches made by Marisol with me each day. That helped too. Most nights I went home and studied and wrote the papers assigned and got ready for the tests. I also went through a few more EPIC training vids, but Friday and Saturday nights I was at the Guzman's. We apartment hunted, or at least apartment window shopped, argued degrees for Jo, gave her a bad time for her latest girlfriend, and for the first time in a very long time I felt like life was going really well. Even all the unexplained incidents had lowered in frequency. Saturday and Sunday mornings, I worked at Grind Down from six to two and then closed. My parents' money in my account made a huge difference. 
 
    I had two more weeks of MA, then I'd be on the police rotation, and frankly I couldn't wait, but that wasn't what had me tied up in knots that Friday. Via email, because calling me would have been too personal, my parents had agreed to let Kris come see me tomorrow after noon. In my apartment. I couldn't wait and the excited jitters carried over into work. Where there had been a respite in weird things happening, today saw them all come back with a vengeance. 
 
    My trek to the urgent care clinic was normal, at least it hadn't been raining, but the first patient set the tone for the day. 
 
    "Mr. Jones?" I asked as I stepped out the door looking around the lobby. I scanned, looking for who responded to that name.  
 
    An older man, late fifties at least, pushed himself up and moved towards me. His gait was odd enough that I glanced at his foot. Sure enough, the left one was a prosthetic. I made a mental note and opened the door a bit wider just as Lyndie walked by. 
 
    "See if you can do your job today without causing more drama," she said in a sotto voice I was meant to hear and did. 
 
    My shoulders stiffened as I tried to ignore her and focus on the patient, but my head itched fiercely in my normal reaction to stress. And she'd already given me a bad time about snow on my clothes—I didn't need any more grief from her today. 
 
    "Morning, Mr. Jones. Let's get you weighed and checked in." He nodded, his shaven scalp showing slight stubble as he moved down the hall. I pointed to the scale and when he went to step on it, his prosthetic snapped in half. With a half gasp I grabbed him and tried to support him, but he was a foot taller than me and we both went down. The chair there for people to sit in caught me in the shoulder as I fell, his weight on top of me. 
 
    Between my shout of alarm, cry when the chair slammed into me, and his yelp of surprise, everyone came running. I'm sure we looked a sight, his leg in two pieces and and him laying on top me. Even Lyndie seemed surprised. 
 
    Everyone made sure he was okay. He was. The prosthetic had been old, he'd had it for over ten years, but still we all stared at it. 
 
    Once he was settled in the chair, everyone started drifting away. I lifted my arm to take his blood pressure and yelped in pain. 
 
    "Cori?" Melanie asked, looking at me. "What's wrong?" 
 
    "My shoulder I think." Now that the adrenaline had faded, pain radiated out of it. We apologized to Mr. Jones and Melanie grabbed one of the other nurses, Susan Carol, to exam me. In an empty room they pulled off my shirt while I tried not to cry out. Sounds of pain didn't make other patients feel safe. 
 
    "You did a good job. That is going to bruise and hurt like hell. You probably need to go home," the nurse advised. "I'll get you a prescription for some pain relievers. You need to ice it and take it easy." 
 
    "I can't." Panic caused my voice to spike. "If I get less than the hours needed here, I can't get credit. I have to stay." 
 
    "Oh come on, she was hurt on the job." Susan glared at Melanie who at least looked uncomfortable.  
 
    "She's right. It's to make sure they show up and not do a half assed job. I'll add it to my recommendations as what to change for the next round of students. I am sorry." 
 
    "Fine, but you get an ice gel on that now and take some ibuprofen. I'll get you the prescription before you leave. Tomorrow you are going to hurt. You'll need to take it easy." 
 
    I didn't say anything. Tomorrow I got to talk to my brother for the first time. Easy wasn't going to be in my vocabulary. 
 
    The rest of the day didn't get any better. My shoulder was killing me, and I kept trying to reach for things, then gasping out in pain which freaked patients out. The three blood pressure machines died before I gave up and just did them the old- fashioned way. 
 
    The thermometer got stuck on 108 degrees no matter what, even for the others, so we all went to just asking if they thought they had a fever. Luckily only one person did.  
 
    The EPIC system locked me out twice. Even after Melanie and I verified the credentials I was using were correct, it still locked me out.  
 
    By the end of my day I was in pain, exhausted, and worried this would screw up my meeting with Kris. I gave in and called Jo as Melanie shut the door behind me. She looked as tired as I did, and she still had a few more hours to go. Even Lyndie hadn't had any energy to be snide as the day wore on.  
 
    "Yo-yo, Cori. You headed our way?" 
 
    "Jo? My energy level is gone. Today has been a Murphy day. How much do I have to pay Stinky to get him to come get me?" 
 
    "Ooh, that bad. Nah, I can come get you. Give me 20?" 
 
    "Thank you. I owe you." 
 
    "Darling, you can't pay what you already owe me," Jo replied in her best vamp voice, which was pretty good. "No worries. Be there shortly. Mami is making quesadillas with shrimp and steak." 
 
    "Yum. See you soon." 
 
    I hung up then bent over and gave my head a good scratch, sighing in relief at what I'd needed to do all day. The cascade of white left my scalp raw and aching, but at least it didn't itch anymore. I'd take what I could get. 
 
    But the scratching reminded me about my shoulder. I stared at the supermarket across the street. That Kroger's had a pharmacy in it. It shouldn't take too long to get this filled. I looked at it, Tylenol-3. The idea of just not hurting—the ibuprofen really didn't do more than smooth the sharp edges—sounded like heaven.  
 
    I texted Jo. *Pick me up at the Kroger. Need to get some pills* 
 
    Her reply back was immediate, telling me she hadn't gotten in the car yet. Texting and driving got you in big trouble, especially if you were a mage. They didn't bother giving you fines, they just tacked on how long you had to work for the government. The lowest amount I'd heard of was six months. Mages never texted and drove. It wasn't worth the price. 
 
    *You okay? What you getting?* 
 
    *Explain when u get here.* 
 
    I headed across the street. It was quiet for a Friday afternoon, but there wasn't a lot here populated by people. Most business closed by five, if not earlier on Friday's. All I cared about was pills and maybe to splurge on a Coke. 
 
    Dashing across the street took the last bit of my energy. Barely aware of anything around me, I headed towards the front door.  
 
    "Hey, watch out!" A shout made me jerk my mind back into my surroundings from the haze it had been in and I stepped backwards, just avoiding getting clipped by a car speeding through the parking lot. The other person across from me wasn't so lucky. He jerked and spun to the left, his bag of groceries flying up in the air. Everything seemed to move in slow motion for a minute. I saw the man fall on his butt, the flash of red under the hat registering, then I focused on the groceries that flew up in the air and rotated. Again, the feeling of watching a movie in slow motion, a strangely déjà vu feeling, as I watched eggs, flour, sugar, a box of blueberries, and a bottle of oil fly out of the bag.  
 
    In a move that would have looked unreal in the movies, yet I could see how each of them happened, the flour and sugar burst open and the egg carton opened as did the berries. I couldn't move, I don't know if that was because it happened so fast, or because I just couldn't look away enough to remove myself from what happened. 
 
    The eggs hit first on my head and shoulders, breaking open with dull splats, then the berries stuck to my hair and clothes. The coating of sugar and flour came next. I managed to get my eyes closed, and the whites of the eggs created a gluey concoction that made it hard to open them back up in time for the bottle of oil, glass of course, to land at my feet and shatter, spraying me with oil. 
 
    Time snapped back into normal speed and I stood there, covered head to toe with the makings of a pie, cake, muffins? I wasn't sure which. 
 
    People around me gawked, and the man who had all the groceries pulled off his hat, slamming it to the ground, to reveal a merlin tattoo and red hair.  
 
    Shay. Of course, it's Shay. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and instantly started coughing as I inhaled flour, making the pain in my arm flare to new levels. That seemed to kick everyone into motion. People ran towards me babbling, asking if I was okay. Shay stood up and stalked over to me, annoyance in every aspect of his body. 
 
    "Girl, you are a menace. Get that taken care of, get marked, get trained, before someone gets killed. Ronin are only romantic in stories." He clenched his fists, turned and glared at the driver who had stopped his car and was staring at us, eyes wide. "And you!" Shay headed towards the other man. The driver looked like he wanted to jump in his car and speed away. "If you move, I swear by the heavens I will drain every bit of water out of your body and use it to quench my thirst." 
 
    Everyone froze, eyes wide. There was a reason merlins were marked. They were lethal, and that symbol on their face let everyone know it. The man stayed quivering as Shay chewed him up one side and down the other. The manager came rushing out and people tried to clean me up. It didn't work. 
 
    Someone had mercy on me and got the pharmacist, who took my script and id, then came back a few minutes later. "The manager paid for it. I am so sorry. How are you getting home?" 
 
    I didn't know how to answer that. Depending on what Jo drove, she may or may not let me in the car. A familiar engine rumbled and I sighed in relief. 
 
    "What by Merlin's hairy balls happened to you?" Her voice high with surprise was the perfect end to a crazy day. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Winston Churchill - While he was only a Time wizard, his ability allowed Britain to survive World War II. Some mages rose to prominence in showy ways like The Red Baron or the Desert Fox, but Churchill used his office to hide how hard he peered into the future to try and see a way to win. His hair was always gone, not due to male pattern baldness, but the need to offer it non-stop as he tried to see the future and change it. ~ History of Magic 
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    Two cups of Stinky's coffee before I get to work might possibly be a bit much on the caffeine level. 
 
    Jo had laughed herself sick before getting me in the truck and taking me to her house. There, after a long shower and borrowing clothes from Jo, I had an awesome dinner and promptly fell asleep on the couch. And they'd left me there. I slept fine but woke up with a kink in my neck and the feeling of being very behind. 
 
    On the bright side, Stinky made Mexican coffee for me that morning. Strong coffee. Very strong. Very yummy. And I had two large cups. Which was my normal amount, but apparently Mexican coffee has more of a kick. I need to learn to make that, the cinnamon was wonderful. I took my pills and that cut the pain down to a dull roar. Maybe it also made me more zen. 
 
    The over-caffeinated thoughts buzzed around me until I walked into the back door of the shop and found absolute chaos. Standing there, I sipped the coffee again. Nope just coffee, cinnamon, a touch of chocolate syrup, and sugar. Nothing to change my perception of the world. 
 
    "Um, anyone want to tell me why this place looks like a bomb went off?" I called out, assuming that since the lights in the shop were on, someone was here. 
 
    "CORI! Oh, thank all the mages you're here. Help." I heard all this getting closer until Kadia slid through the door on the last words. Her normal neat braids were fraying, she looked exhausted and to my surprise, she threw her arms around me, squeezing hard. "Please come back. I can't handle Molly in the mornings anymore." 
 
    "Molly caused all this?" 
 
    "No, that was Lori, but Molly got so frazzled she called Lori in and she went home with a migraine. Lori can't handle morning shift." She said it the same way you would say espresso has caffeine. 
 
    "Where was Carl?" I was pretty sure he'd picked up all my shifts since I couldn't work mornings anymore.  
 
    Kadia threw up her hands. "You haven't even been here and things have been crazy. It all came to a head the day before yesterday, Thursday. That day he spilled a can of beans and slipped, breaking his leg, which meant Lori came in yesterday." 
 
    Lori was a sweet girl who did great in the slower afternoon crowds and loved making tea for the ladies. The harried morning crowds she couldn't handle. 
 
    "And that led to this, how?" I waved my free hand at the bags of roast beans, the stacks of cups and lids, the bags of sugar and bottles of syrups, all scattered and off kilter—not the normal organized place I kept it. It looked like someone had torn through it looking for a magic needle and not found it. 
 
    "Because every time we ran out of something, Lori or Carl came back here to get it." She sighed. "Partially my fault. I was used to you grabbing things, so I didn't come back here after we were closed yesterday. So, this morning I found this. They never put anything away or kept it neat. It's a disaster." Her lower lip actually trembled, and she closed her eyes. "The front is worse. Our day was so bad yesterday I thought I would have time this morning to get it cleaned up and ready to go. I got here at 5:30. But everything is such a mess."  
 
    I thought she might start crying. To prevent that I spoke. "It's okay. We have almost forty-five minutes. Let's get the front cleaned first and all the bakery goods stocked. Are they here yet?"  
 
    She shook her head, trying not to fall apart. It struck me she had emerged and been tested, how could she look so young when I felt decades older than her. Maybe mages aged slower? I knew I felt like I was at least thirty lately with all the stress on me. That, or the pills were the best thing ever. This wasn't as bad as someone being snide to me. This I could fix. 
 
    "No. They should be here any minute," she admitted, looking at her watch. 
 
    "Okay. We'll do that and in slow times I'll work on the back. When is Molly due in?" 
 
    "She isn't. Yesterday was too much and she said you'd be here today, and you could handle it all." 
 
    "Good. That gives us time to get to it. Now come on."  
 
    Maybe I was just good at cleaning up messes because there always seemed to be one in my life or near me. Either way we busted our butts for thirty solid minutes and just got it mostly clean before the clock ticked to seven and someone knocked on our door. 
 
    "Go open it, and I'll get beans to start grinding." 
 
    "You're the best, Cori." Her comment made me smile as I headed on back. A minute later I returned with a ten-pound sack of beans ready to go, though I needed to get them into the grinder. 
 
    Already there were multiple people coming into the shop. I set down the bag and started taking orders. The busyness of the morning had done a great job of distracting me of from thinking about this afternoon, though I really wanted time to drink more of my coffee. The cinnamon in it was excellent.  
 
    I looked up at the next person in line, a simple smile on my lips, and I froze with my mouth half open.  
 
    An older man, maybe late thirties, dark blond hair, dark brown skin, bright amber eyes. But what I couldn't stop staring at was the snake. Around the man's neck like a tie was a blue and green snake. Well it looked like a snake, but it lifted its head and flared out flaps on either side of it, like some lizards can. And I swear it laughed at me. 
 
    It wasn't a blue I'd ever seen on a snake; bright royal blue, and the green sparkled like emeralds. I snagged on the tie pin he wore, Spirit mage, strong in Soul. My eyes flicked up to this temple and it was there too.  
 
    Fighting the desire to babble, I continued with my rote saying. "Welcome to Grind Down, what can I get you?" 
 
    He looked at me funny, his head tilting, then for a minute his eyes unfocused looking through me. It was creepy as hell. Then he blinked back and shrugged.  
 
    "Large black coffee with vanilla syrup and room for cream, please." He handed me a card while the snake, or whatever it was, looked like it was talking to him. 
 
    "I see you noticed Elsba," he said as he took his card back. 
 
    "Hard not to notice her. Familiar?" I knew it was a stupid question, but I didn't know everything in the world. Maybe it was a snake I'd never seen before. 
 
    "Yep. All mine. One of the best things about being a mage. Thanks," he said as he headed over to grab the coffee Kadia had waiting for him. 
 
    Even with other customers waiting for me, I couldn't help but watch him walk away. Familiars were rare. I couldn't remember the stats but like this was only the second I'd ever seen. And you didn't have to be a merlin to get one, though it helped.  
 
    I shook it off and got back to serving customers, but I remained hyper aware of him sitting by the window drinking the coffee. Somehow it didn't surprise me when Shay came in and sat next to him. The fact that he refused to get his coffee surprised me, but then after yesterday I wasn't sure I really wanted to talk to him either. 
 
    "Kadia, make Shay his usual. Put it on my tab." 
 
    "Are you sick? Dying? Did he save your life?" She put her hand against my forehead, checking for fever. 
 
    "Very funny. No. I'll have to tell you about yesterday. But later." 
 
    I wasn't the only person watching the two of them, but Shay did flash a smile at Kadia, then a frown at me, said something, but handed her a five.  
 
    She came back, shrugged at me, and put the money in the till. I brushed it away, there were customers to serve and Shay would never explain anything to me. It wasn't worth worrying about. But I kept an eye on them for the next hour or more, and the number of times they glanced at me did nothing to allay my stress. I lost track of them when one of the grinders blew up and shot ground coffee everywhere. Kadia and I both looked like we'd been attacked by brownies.  
 
    Kadia glanced at me, started to giggle, then it became contagious and we were on the floor laughing like madwomen. Tears filled my eyes as I laughed, and I tasted coffee in my mouth. I would miss this place. 
 
    I looked up to see Shay and his mage friend peering over the counter at us.  
 
    "Have you finally snapped? Should I be calling for an ambulance?" Shay asked, though he seemed more interested in my answer than actually worried about us. The other guy, and Elsba, seemed a bit concerned. 
 
    "Just a stress reaction. We're fine." I looked around and groaned. "Though we have a hell of a mess to clean up."  
 
    Kadia followed the path my eyes took and she groaned too. " I thought this place was bad before. And we still need to finish getting the back organized." 
 
    I wanted to rub my face, but right now that would have made everything just grind into my skin. I came home smelling like coffee on a regular basis, but this would be a bit extreme even for me. I hoped Kris didn't mind coffee, because I reeked of it. 
 
    We pulled ourselves to our feet and started to clean. The number of funny looks we got as people walked in would have garnered excellent ratings for a reality show. We just started saying, "coffee grinder exploded" before people could ask. Between making drinks we cleaned. When the place was mostly picked up, we took a lull in the crowds to run to the bathroom and give ourselves quick sponge baths. The number of towels we went through would make Molly wonder what we'd done. But we got it all cleaned.  
 
    Shay and his friend had left at some point, but between cleaning organizing, and keeping up with customers, I hadn't noticed them leave. I got the grinder fixed, dealt with two spilled coffees, and the TV refusing to get off Animal Planet, though that I didn't mind. I liked Animal Planet. All in all, Kadia and I were kept so busy there wasn't any time to clock watch. When I looked up at the clock, I felt my stomach twist. 
 
    "Kadia? Please tell me that the clock is wrong. Please?" She paused, looked at the clock, then her watch—I didn't wear one because they always went funky on me.  
 
    "Huh. Two-forty-five. We could have closed over forty-five minutes ago." 
 
    Today, why today? 
 
    "I've got an important meeting in fifteen minutes. The bus will take me twenty, we have at least thirty minutes of closing work, and I can't miss this meeting." I felt my heart starting to race. The first time ever Kris wanted to meet me, his sister. I couldn't miss it. 
 
    "Oooh, a hot date?" She teased as she shooed the last people out. I stood there locked in panic, trying to think of a way to get home. But I didn't have a car, and given the number of weird things that happened, driving had always seemed a bit risky to me. 
 
    "No. My parents are letting my brother meet me. I agreed to three pm." I'm pretty sure my panic leaked into my voice and Kadia's eyes went wide. While I didn't talk about it a lot, she knew that my parents and I were on the outs and that I'd never really met my brother. 
 
    "Oh fudge," she whispered and looked around the shop. It was a mess, but we'd spent so much time cleaning today it wasn't too bad. A knock on the door drew our attention. Her boyfriend Lawrence, never Larry, stood outside and waved at her.  
 
    Kadia grabbed my hand and dragged me to the door. "Lawrence, take her home, fast as you can. Then come back and pick me up. Cori, I'll get this mostly clean and we'll just deal tomorrow. Today has been insane."  
 
    "Thank you, thank you," I babbled, even as I hit the door at a run. 
 
    "Address?" Lawrence asked, not even asking why it was so important to get me home. Kadia had a good one here. He was pulling away from the curb before I even had my seatbelt buckled. I rattled it off, then closed my eyes. If I concentrated on breathing and didn't see or think about anything, maybe, just maybe nothing would happen to prevent us from getting there. I didn't even hope, I just focused on breathing and ignoring everything else. 
 
    The violent jerks of the car had me clenching onto the handle, but I kept my eyes firmly shut. 
 
    Breathe in, breathe out. 
 
    Nothing else. 
 
    The car came to a stop an eternity later. 
 
    "Wow, we made good time. And I don't have any lights flashing behind me. We're here, Cori. Did you get here in time?" 
 
    My eyes flew open and it took an interminable second to recognize my surroundings. But there was my apartment and the stairs leading up to it. Sitting there, looking small, grumpy, and the best thing I'd seen in a long time was a small figure. Even from here I could recognize the familiar hair color. 
 
    "Yes. Thank you so much. You're the best, Lawrence."  
 
    "No problems. Be good."  
 
    I scrambled out of the car and I didn't sprint to the foot of the stairs, but I moved fast, my attention focused on the small figure. As I stepped on the first step, his head jerked up and he looked at me. Everything stopped and I had to fight to keep moving. The emotions in his face and eyes cut me to the core.  
 
    "You're my sister?" His voice asked, tone full of wonder and disbelief. 
 
    "Yes. I'm your sister." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Magic has played so much in our recent history, a popular story trope is writing past historical events as if magic had been present, or had not been. The American Civil War finished just as more mages were emerging and there is an entire sub-genre of historical fiction that focuses solely on how the war could have been different. ~ History of Magic 
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    Why didn't I make them include me in their lives? In his life. It hurts when I realize how much I had missed. 
 
    He'd followed me into the house, and no matter how badly I wanted to take a shower and get the ground coffee off that seemed to be all but embedded in my skin, I didn't. I focused all my attention on my brother. He was seven, gangly, the same eyes as my dad, and a mouth that reminded me of mom, but I couldn't remember the last time she smiled at me. 
 
    "Want a Coke?" 
 
    Kris's eyes brightened as he flopped onto the couch. "Sure." 
 
    From this reaction I suspected he wasn't allowed to have soda normally. Which just made pouring him a small coke even more sweet. Yes, I was probably being a pain, but I just let myself enjoy the mini-rebellion. 
 
    I poured the drink and handed it to him, then curled up in the chair looking at him, soaking up the presence of him here in my little apartment.  
 
    "Why do Mom and Dad hate you?" 
 
    His words sliced into my heart hard enough that I physically flinched. Kris just looked at me, his head tilted in a birdlike look that reminded me of his brother, oh so many years ago.  
 
    "Do you think they hate me?" 
 
    Why in the world did I ask that? Do I think a seven-year-old knows? 
 
    But the words were said, and Kris considered them carefully, taking tiny sips from his glass. "Maybe. I mean they don't talk about you, but that lady said you were their daughter. They didn't say no. When I don't like someone, I pretend they don't exist. So why do they hate you?" 
 
    My eyes closed without me consciously choosing it and I thought about the question. "Want some more coke?" 
 
    Kris looked at his glass and drained it, then handed it to me. "Okay." 
 
    I went back into my tiny kitchen and opened the two-liter bottle of Coke. It exploded in my hands, soaking me and the kitchen.  
 
    "Oh wow! You okay?" Kris spoke from just the other side of the counter, looking at me, his eyes wide. 
 
    "Yeah," I muttered, my voice not quite a sigh. I reached for towels and mopped it up. I'd have to clean later because everything was still sticky. "So much for Coke for you. Sorry." My shoulder was starting to hurt, and I found that I really just wanted to cry. I pushed everything down and smiled at Kris. 
 
    "That was cool. Messy but cool." He'd grabbed a towel and helped mop up. 
 
    "That is my life. Messy but cool." I headed back to the sitting area, but this time perched on my stool, less stuff to clean up later. "I don't know if they hate me. I hope they don't. But I know, or at least I think I know, why I make them so unhappy." 
 
    "Why? 'Cause they make me happy. What did you do?" 
 
    "I didn't save my brother." 
 
    "Huh? You're my sister. You're not a guy, are you? Is that why they're mad?" His leap of logic caused a laugh to burst out.  
 
    "No. That might be easier." I frowned. "You're in second grade—how do you know about transgender?" 
 
    Kris shrugged. "TV, news. People are weird. So back to you." 
 
    The kid was like a dog with a really good bone. He wasn't letting go for anything. I kind of admired that. I got sidetracked so easily with all the drama that went on. 
 
    "I had a twin brother, Stevie. When we were almost twelve, something happened and he died. No one knows why. Estella and Rafael, your mom and dad,"—I clarified when he looked at me funny—"cried a lot. And I think they either blamed me for it or just couldn't stand to be around me because I lived and Stevie didn't. " 
 
    Or they hated me and even looking at me made them sick. 
 
    That I didn't say, trying, at least for Kris, to give them the benefit of the doubt. He didn't need to know my levels of guilt. Surely there must have been something I could have done. Maybe it was my fault? That secret guilt always ate at me. 
 
    "Did a drunk driver hit him?" 
 
    The question surprised me, and I looked at him. My face must have conveyed my confusion because he shrugged. "Tory had her big sister killed by a drunk driver." 
 
    "Ah. No. He just died. And I was there. I couldn't do anything." 
 
    We sat silent for a bit while he digested that. "So Mom and Dad blame you?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I don't know. Maybe, maybe not. But I know it hurts them to see me. They've distanced themselves from me." 
 
    "But they don't do that to me." 
 
    "No. You weren't even an idea when all this happened. And before that they were pretty great parents." I didn't want to talk about this anymore. It hurt too much, seeing the happiness and how much he loved the parents that had turned their backs on me. 
 
    "So, tell me all about you. How do you like school? Who are your friends? What do you want to be when you grow up?" 
 
    His face lit up and he started to babble. I just sat and listened to him talk about friends, math, driving fast cars, and mostly him being a kid. Time disappeared as I got to know him. He was smart, stubborn, never let anything go, grudges or loyalty, and I hated how much of his life I'd missed. 
 
    The strident beep of my phone jolted both of us out of our daze. "Huh, let me check that. I glanced first at the time, as I had notifications hidden so they never said who was texting or messaging me. The time of five-fifteen surprised me. "Wow we've been talking for almost two hours." 
 
    His eyes widened. "Oh. I better get home. Was that Mom?" 
 
    I looked at the text. *Yo! How goes it? Want to come over for dinner?* 
 
    "No. It's a friend. But yes, you should probably get going." I stood up and he popped up off the couch. "I enjoyed talking to you. I'd like to do it again. Maybe a picnic?" 
 
    His eyes brightened. "Could you take me to the movies? Mom and Dad don't like comic book stuff." 
 
    I grinned at him and wrinkled my nose. "I love comic book stuff. As long as they approve I will." I walked down the stairs with him. "Kris. I want to get to know you, but I won't go behind their backs. They need to approve your spending time with me. If the past has taught me anything, it is that your parents' love is important. You don't want to lie to them or run around. They are too important. I'd love to take you to the movies and get to hang with you. But only if they are okay with that." I tried to sound calm and logical, but I wanted to be a part of his life. "You know where I live. You are always free to come over." 
 
    We stopped at the bottom stair and he gave me a look that was a bit too old for him. "If I was older, would I need them to say okay?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Maybe. Eighteen, no. Otherwise, I don't know. You aren't, so it doesn't matter." I looked over towards the house. Lights were on and I couldn't see them looking out the windows, but I could feel their gaze on me. "Go. I'm sure they're worried." 
 
    To my surprise he threw his arms around me and hugged tight. His head landed at chest level, and probably got sticky soda coffee mix on him. Tall kid. "I'm glad your friend's mom came over and yelled at them. I always wanted a big sister. I had one, I just didn't know it. I'll see you later?" he asked as he pulled back. 
 
    "I'll always be around if you need me." 
 
    "Cool." He hesitated, shifting from foot to foot, then, "Bye!" And he took off at a run across the yard. So much energy. Maybe when I was that age I'd had that much energy too. 
 
    A whiff of coffee, Coke, sweat, and just exhaustion rose up from me and I groaned.  
 
    He probably thought I stank. Shower first. 
 
    Climbing the stairs slowly, I texted Jo back. *need shower, have homework. Tomorrow. Tell you about Kris.* 
 
    *KK silly. We have housing planning to do.* 
 
    *I need a job first* 
 
    *Pfft. I have faith. You're the awesomenest.* 
 
    *Right now am coffee and Coke covered, talk later.* I put my phone on the counter and headed into the bathroom. My clothes stuck to me. By the time I was clean I was almost out of hot water, but at least I didn't smell like a Coke/coffee mix anymore. The vanilla of my body wash was a definite relief, not to mention the five minutes I spent scratching my head until I couldn't feel any more build up. And I was starving. I couldn't gain weight, and it felt like I was always on the border of starvation. I totally envied Jo her impressive chest and curves.  
 
    Dressed in night clothes I ate first, sending silent blessings to Marisol as I inhaled two dinners. As I did that, I reviewed one of the textbooks on my e-reader. To my relief the cheap e-readers were tough enough to withstand my weirdness, so I read and ate, figuring out how to write the ten-page paper on the assigned topic. I connected myself to my computer, moving carefully. Once I had everything secured, I started on the paper about ethical considerations compared to a patient in the clinic, in the ambulance, and as a police officer.  
 
    But my mind kept drifting to Kris's question. Had I done something? Or maybe not done something? I thought back to the time after Stevie died. I tended to focus on the moments surrounding his death, not the days following, but this time I did. Trying to remember what had happened. 
 
    I thought back. There were people in and out of the house, my parents crying a lot. People I couldn't put names to giving me hugs. But I had been so sick. That idea made me frown. Sick? Not sick really. I think everyone then had put it down to grief, but I tried to remember. Grief yes. It seemed there were days I couldn't stop crying. But I had felt heavy, swollen almost like a water balloon, overinflated, and about to pop.  
 
    I didn't remember telling anyone that. I just laid in my room and cried. It took about three days to feel well enough that I didn't have a queasy world off-kilter feeling, but even then I thought it was just missing Stevie. He'd always been there and his lack felt like a missing tooth I couldn't help but poke and prod at, as if doing that might bring him back. It didn't. The days and weeks after my parents and I drifted further apart. Looking back, I could see that now. Then I was so wrapped up in my own grief, and dealing with the weird feeling settling around me, that now I couldn't remember what I had felt like before. 
 
    Huh. That's an odd thought. I feel like me. Don't I? 
 
    I closed my eyes and actually tried to feel through my body and myself. My mind? Whatever. But I just felt like me. Nothing felt off other than a lingering headache from a crazy hectic day and the ache in my shoulder. I needed to remember to take another pill. 
 
    It must have just been grief and trauma. Training had taken us through the various ways shock can express itself. While lots of people went clammy and silent, others were hyperactive and babbled, still others wouldn't act different until they stopped, then it was like someone cut a puppet's strings and they just collapsed. Either way, what I felt then was probably shock, allergies, grief, maybe even a low-level infection from all the strangers touching me.  
 
    That led me back to the question - had I done anything? Looking back over that time, I didn't think so. I'd just withdrawn, they'd withdrawn and neither of us had tried too hard to pull the other back into the fold. And by the time I needed them we didn't know how to talk anymore, so I kept just dealing and they leaned on each other. Me, I leaned on Jo. 
 
    No, I hadn't done anything. We just broke under the weight. One of my classes had a session on grief and lots of relationships broke under it. No big surprise ours had, it just had lingering effects. 
 
    The realization helped ease the pain a bit. Oh, it still hurt, they were the adults then. They should have tried or at least seen, but I don't think it had been on purpose. Just happened. 
 
    I finished the paper, really ethics were ethics, not that hard to do, though as an EMT I could see patient information getting out easier. You didn't have time to make sure no one could overhear you when a life was on the line. I did add a note that certain things that might be seen as socially impactful should get more consideration if in a public place, but the patient's life came first. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Two of the abilities that relate to the more traditional idea of spells lay under the Relativity branch of Spirit. They are called Murphy's Cloak and Lady Luck. They are one of the few that can be actively cast on someone else. While they are normally short lived, as keeping them active requires constant offerings, they can be used to pester someone for short amounts of time and are hard to detect once the spell has faded. ~Magic Explained 
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    A quiet, normal day. I am so glad. I'm not sure I could have handled another Saturday. 
 
    Oh, I could have, but having Sunday morning be light enough for us to get the place cleaned up to sparkling, get the storeroom back to its orderly existence, and make some really good tips with extra nice service helped. In fact, the only weird thing that happened that day was no drama, nothing broke, no one had a fit, and no Shay. It was a nice change. 
 
    "So, lesson learned. I run the back, and keep Lori and Carl out of it," Kadia said, her beads clacking a bit as she nodded her head. 
 
    "That would be appreciated. But is Carl coming back? Thought you said he broke his leg." 
 
    "His leg is, but I'm pretty sure we can set a stool up for him and set him there at the counter. Makes my life easier as he won't be able to move much, but I'm getting more of the tips." She grinned at that last part and I laughed. "Besides, if Molly has to work the morning rushes, she'll be a basket case." 
 
    "No argument from me, but then Carl is the one you'll need to argue with. We've got, what, an hour until close?" I looked at the clock then my phone to make sure of the time. Clocks and I were always dicey, but they both agreed it was one in the afternoon.  
 
    "Yep. So, tell me how it went with Kris." It was the first time we had any down time to talk and she looked interested. 
 
    "It was really nice. I'm hoping to get to take him to the movies." I wanted to talk about it, but with Jo, so I changed the subject. "I like Lawrence. He's nice and didn't even get a ticket yesterday." 
 
    Her face lit up and her mage symbol gleamed from her earrings. "Yeah. I really like him. He's not a mage, but since I'm a hedgie it doesn't really matter. We're both going to get our food services certifications. We'd like to start a restaurant in a few years. He's an awesome cook. I'm just decent, but I can organize." She waved her hand around the shop. 
 
    "That you can. Hey, can I ask a question?" Kadia nodded at me as she tilted her head, watching me. "You're only a hedge, so why wear the jewelry. Why advertise? You already said you really won't bother getting trained." 
 
    She blinked at me, surprised by the question, then shrugged. "Oh, I'll train a little. Food service courses have an elective for us hedgies, though I'm totally owning the crone tag when I'm older. They teach us how to do the offerings in a way not harmful to us. And Fire is a good match, but most of the time the cost will be too high unless I'm trying to save a dish. One of the reasons I'm letting my hair grow so long is so I have lots to sacrifice as I learn how to do it. But as to why I wear it?" She shook her head. "From tattoos and jewelry you only know the following - someone is a mage, what type of mage and their strengths, and if they are a magician or higher, or if they're a merlin. But a hedge can be as deadly as an archie if they want. People tend to be nicer if they think you could do something very painful to them. So, I wear it because all they know is, I'm a hedgie or a poser. Either way people treat me differently." 
 
    "They do?" I was surprised. I mean it made sense, there was lots of discussion about equality in high school civics, but I'd never really noticed. 
 
    "Oh, it isn't obvious, but people are nicer when they realize you might be able to boil the blood in their veins." She flashed another smile as she boxed up the left-over pastries. "Granted, you do that, and you'll end up in government servitude, but still. People act nicer." 
 
    I thought back to the scene in the parking lot, and yeah people were scared of Shay. It had never occurred to me. That struck me as odd. Why had I never feared someone being a mage? Probably because most people including Jo were bigger than me anyhow. And well, too much death in my life. I didn't fear it. 
 
    "Makes sense. Sucks, but makes sense." 
 
    Kadia laughed. "You take what you can get. This is a lever I'll use to make my life better. No one needs to know that if I tried to do that, I'd have to go bald!" We both giggled at that and went back to finishing up. I'd missed the place. But my days there were more numbered than most. 
 
    I decided to walk home. I needed the fresh air, and a chance to clear my mind. The February weather was cold but clear, a nice walking temperature, and I enjoyed it. Thinking about the ethics segment, what Kadia had said, and wondering exactly what you could do as a mage. In high school they just mentioned the basics. Three classes with four branches of magic and each type had specific spells. Your ranking determined what you could do with it and familiars made you more powerful. That was it. They always said it wasn't worth worrying about. You could recognize the mage markings and know what they were, and if we emerged, college would teach us the rest. If we didn't, well it didn't really matter. 
 
    The ideas and thoughts looped through my mind until a yell pulled me out of my daze. I looked around. I was about a mile from my place. A familiar truck pulled up, with Jo in the passenger seat.  
 
    "Yo, Cori. I thought I'd have to ask Stinky to hit you with his truck to get your attention. Zoning that hard is a bit dangerous, ya know?" She grinned as she talked and I headed over to the truck. 
 
    "Yeah, school, work, and thoughts in my head. What's up?" 
 
    "Get in. You're coming with us. Mom wants to go over plans for this summer. The government has been shipping paperwork like crazy and they want me to decide on a degree path and what I want to do. They have so many suggestions for a Transformation mage. It's a bit overwhelming and I want to go over ideas with you. Besides, I need to show you Sophia." 
 
    Stinky groaned at that. "I can't believe you named the damn bike that. Who names their bike something dumb like Sophia? Sounds like a broken-down nag's name." 
 
    "Your bike?" That brought back a vague memory of the discussion Marisol and Henri had after she emerged. "Oh, your present from your parents." 
 
    "Yesssss," she hissed out the word, but glared at Stinky. "That is because some people don't know why I named her Sophia." 
 
    I knew, I didn't even have to think about it. "Oh, let me tell him. It makes sense and Sophia would totally approve. You going to paint her?" 
 
    "Yep. White with silver and red details. She'll be perfect." Jo was almost bouncing in her seat, the excitement level was so high. 
 
    "Fine, tell me oh wise one. Why did my ridiculous sister give it an old woman name? No one is named Sophia anymore." 
 
    "Exactly. An awesome old one. Sophia from the Golden Girls. Perfect name for a motorcycle," I told him as Jo poked him in the ribs with her elbow. 
 
    His mouth opened, closed, opened again, then he sighed. "Point. Sophia is perfect. I'm just glad there are only two of you. Not four. If there were four, I'm not sure the world would survive." 
 
    "Oh, but it would be fun," Jo and I said in tandem then burst into giggles at his grin. By this point we were almost to their house. I glanced at Stinky. He was an Earth hedgemage, I thought, but I'd never seen him wear jewelry. Remembering the conversation with Kadia, I decided to ask. 
 
    "Sanchez, you're a hedgemage, right? Why don't you wear any markings? Mage markings, jewelry, something like that." 
 
    Jo fell quiet and I glanced over at her, worried I'd said something wrong, but she looked at Stinky with a curious look. "Huh, I never thought about it. You don't. Why? You emerged last year but decided not to go the college route. That must have upset Mami." 
 
    The truck slowed as he turned down their street. "Mostly I never think about it. I have the necklace Mami and Papi gave me. But, I'm not strong enough to do much without a good-sized offering." He ran his hand over his short hair, his hairline creeping back already. Henri had given up and shaved his head a few years ago. Baldness was the bane of male mages. "And I'm strong in Earth, while Paolo is strong in Water. We've talked about it. We could probably create a really good landscaping business, but mostly the personal cost is too high. They hand you all the calculations and offer to teach you how to learn what to offer, but without a familiar or lots of offering material you really only want to use it where the situation is really bad. For hedgies that don't want to do college they offer what is an 'In Case of Emergency' class that you take in the evening for a semester." He grinned. "Besides, it gives me a secret skill most people don't know about." 
 
    "Have you taken that?" Jo blurted out, looking at him, eyes wide. She hadn't known either. That did, in a weird way, make me feel better. 
 
    "Yep. Last fall. That was what I was doing most Wednesdays. It was interesting and I tell you, learning what I did makes mages really scary. What Mami and Papi could do if they wanted to." 
 
    "Ronin," both Jo and I whispered. The Ronin were mages who refused to abide by the laws of the OMO, which had a global impact on most rules. There were some merlins who spent their entire draft decade hunting them. Most lower-ranked mages didn't bother. When it would take a quarter of an inch of your fingernail to light a campfire, using a lighter was easier. Oh, they could still kill. There was that one serial killer.  
 
    I pulled my mind away from that. 
 
    "Good to know. Maybe, Jo, you'll tell me what you're learning at college." 
 
    Jo snorted. "Please, I'm going to make you help me with my homework. You were always a better student than I was." 
 
    "If you cook, so we don't have to eat out all the time, I'll clean and help." 
 
    "Double deal. If you ate out all the time, even you would start to put on weight. I have no desire to prove the truth of the freshmen fifteen, no bueno." 
 
    The three of us laughed and traipsed into the house. Marisol had a stew going on the stove that filled the house with smells of spices. For a moment I just stood there and marveled at my own stupidity. Why was I so willing to walk away from the best things in my life? Thank the Merlins Jo would fight for me, because this just proved I wouldn't fight for myself. I needed to get better at that.  
 
    Even so, I walked in, absorbing every bit, as always scared I'd lose it in a heartbeat. Just like I lost Stevie. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Nikola Tesla - An Air merlin. Known for his electricity experiments, what people didn't realize was that he was calling his own electricity via magic to test it and make sure it worked. Upon his death in 1937, a suspected attack by creditors, his notes were sealed and willed to the next Air merlin from Serbia. Unfortunately, this would not occur for another thirty years, and by that time his notes were no longer relevant. ~ Famous Mages 
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    I hope this class is more interesting than it sounds. And I swear, I'd better have gotten an A on this paper. 
 
    After getting home from Jo's last night, where I had eaten too much and Marisol sent me home with yet more food, I'd finished the paper, adding in aspects of ethics and magic that we hadn't discussed in class. If you weren't under HIPPA, were you required to keep your mouth shut and what if keeping your mouth shut meant the patient died. It would get hairy with some of the odd situations. And I'd been in more than one of them. The guy who fell from the sky kept coming back to me. That one could still give me nightmares. 
 
    I settled into an open chair—it wasn't a big classroom and the best ones were the ones near the heater. Only thing we could figure was the school tried to save money by keeping the experimental courses in the parts of the building where the heating didn't work.  
 
    I pulled out my notebook, focused, and cleared my mind. I'd already overcome the worst. This was the last week of MA and I couldn't wait. While I'd be glad to get the certification, I really didn't like dealing with the crap they had to put up with, and urgent care was nowhere near as bad as a clinic. There was nothing that made me want to become a nurse or a doctor. 
 
    Not that it would happen. I didn't have the magic to pay for the schooling or the brilliance to get the scholarship otherwise. 
 
    Monique glared at me as she walked in, a sneer on her face. 
 
    "That is my seat." 
 
    I looked at the seat then at her. "Obviously not, as I'm sitting in it. Next time, get your name put on it." 
 
    She flushed and stalked by me, knocking my stuff off the desk. I sighed and bent over, picking it back up. 
 
    Bruce walked in, handing out papers from last week. He nodded at me. "Interesting. The effect of experience to be able to make the right snap decisions. That experience with serious situations as a child/teen can provide a better balance at making them as an adult and using kids growing up in war zones as examples was excellent. Good job." 
 
    I flipped it over as he continued his routine and I grinned at the A in big red pencil on it. At least this was something I could be proud of. 
 
    "Okay peeps. I'm sure you've all been loving all this free time and having plenty of energy to get papers done." A groan of protest met him. The hours were as bad as working full time, but without pay. "See? Lots of free time. That should make the papers due next week interesting." He paused and looked around. "How many of you have high rank magic users in your family or close friends who have gone through the full training course?" 
 
    Only two people raised their hands and Monique was one of them. Most of us came from families with little to no magic. And while Jo qualified, she still had years of schooling to go through, so I kept my hand down. 
 
    "Hmm, about what I expected actually. For those of you who pay attention to the syllabus, you'll know this a section of the course devoted to responsibilities of magic users. While I am sure you all know about the Mage Draft, and the general rules, most non-magic users don't know the details. This is all stuff the government goes over with you in the first week of college. I can see you now all shrugging. Why should you care about requirements of mages? Well, here is one of the things that isn't spoken about much. Any tattooed mage, so any mage magician or higher, is required to render service to any first responder upon request." Half the class sat up straighter at that and I leaned forward, both worried and fascinated. "If you are a merlin, even after you finish your mandatory service you must keep current contact info on file with FEMA. In the case of any national disaster or emergency, they can be recalled to assist." At this point the entire room was paying attention and I couldn't blame them. 
 
    Is this what Shay faces? If Chief Amosen needs him, he has to help?  
 
    I wasn't sure about that. Merlins were powerful, but there were always costs to doing any magic, even for merlins. A few hands went up. I resisted raising mine, I wanted to see what others asked first. 
 
    "Give me a bit before you start asking questions." Bruce nodded at the people who put down their hands. "If I don't answer your questions as I cover this material, I'll leave about an hour from three to four just for the question aspect. If you need clarification on something I'm saying, let me know." 
 
    The people who'd raised their hands nodded their heads, and we waited for the next bombshell.  
 
    I'd always known about the mandatory service. I hated that Jo would be required to serve. Most people could turn it into an advantage, but there were always news stories about people who made it be the worst thing ever. Though if I thought about it, I'd never heard of a merlin saying that.  
 
    "Now, most of you know that to do magic of any type it requires an offering of your genetic material. For mages with familiars they can use material not attached to them anymore. How many people have ever seen a familiar?" 
 
    I raised my hand, and two other people did also. 
 
    "What about a familiar's hope chest?" 
 
    Only one person kept their hand up. 
 
    "Okay, then I'll cover that too. In response to an emergency, a magic user can be asked to use up half their available non-living organic material to assist first responders. They cannot be asked to offer up any living cells, though all mages can make the choice to do that. Any mage with a familiar can use material that is no longer attached to them. This is why most mages let their hair grow as long as possible. It is the best way to offer. Nails are next, then it follows to the outer layer of skin. Living cells have double the power of dead cells - so you will see many mages using blood as their offering, especially those who are very active. Blood is replenished easily and is very dense." 
 
    He took a drink of his water and looked at us. "Remember that the higher rank you are, the less the cost is. If you are a mage, you'll be trained in the costs and be able to calculate without thought. For some reason access to magic also gives you an exact knowledge of what your offering will be to pull something off. " Bruce shrugged. "None of that matters, but I want to make sure you understand it. A mage walks by and you ask them to stabilize someone you are trying to save, and their personal cost will be much higher than for an archmage with the same skills and strengths. People have been known to offer up body parts to save lives, but most people aren't willing to do that for a stranger - and you can NOT ask that of them." His voice stressed those last words.  
 
    "I need to make sure you are clear on this. While any mage is bound to assist you, if they say these words, "The cost is detrimental," you're done. You don't ask, you nod, and you do your best." 
 
    "But what if they're lying?" I was glad someone else blurted that out and not me, but I wanted to know the answer to that question. 
 
    "Not your problem." 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Most of the class had that reaction. And we all stared at him in confusion. He must have been prepared for this because he clicked his computer and the projector woke up with the words Good Samaritan and Wandering Mage laws written on it. 
 
    "The way the Good Samaritan Act works is if you - as a non or basically trained - civilian stop to assist someone and they die or get hurt worse because of your actions, you can't be held liable as long as there is no doubt as to your intent. Remember as soon as you graduate or get certified, you are no longer considered a civilian." 
 
    I flinched at that. I'd known it, but kinda forgotten. Up until now that law had protected me, though in most of the cases I couldn't have done anything to save them anyhow. But now if I failed, I could be held liable. It was a sobering thought. 
 
    "The Wandering Mage is a bit different." He clicked and another screen popped up. "The legalese of this law is a bit archaic and confusing. It was drafted and passed at the end of the 1800's, so it reads oddly. The gist of it is this - as long as the mage does not lose something that they are unable to regain, they are expected to assist to the full extent of their abilities. Now those are my words on this, but remember this phrase." The screen changed and a paragraph was highlighted there. "This sentence has been both a boon and a curse to many a mage who has run afoul of it." 
 
    I focused on the screen, reading the sentence slowly. 
 
      
 
    In as so much that the lack of what would be offered by the mage does not affect either their health, appearance, or reputation; the request of any official from either the federal, state, county, or city government for assistance to prevent either the serious injury or death of any person or persons, whether known or unknown to the mage, must be granted until the offering boundary is crossed. At such time the mage may demure with the words, '"The cost is 'detrimental”. 
 
      
 
    The whole class was silent for a while. Then someone spoke up. "Then why don't mages just avoid crime scenes or accidents?" 
 
    Bruce smiled a dry humorless smile. "They do. Think, how often have you ever heard anyone praising a mage's actions if they weren't directly involved in what happened? They don't want to get pulled into drama any more than most civilians do. Hence the law. But again, you can't ask a mage to sacrifice anything that might damage them. Back in the early 1900's, about 1929 I think, there was a case. A young woman refused to help a carriage of immigrants from Ireland that had overturned. The injuries were horrific, it was documented extensively even by the reporters of that time. If you get a chance, look up the Irish Coach Riots in Detroit. But back to the point. She refused. Later she was brought up on charges of not being willing to sacrifice non-vital organic material to prevent over fifteen people from dying a very painful death." 
 
    He must have seen the questions in people's eyes, because he shook his head. "Nope, not explaining the case or the situation, go look it up if you want the details." 
 
    There was a flurry of people pulling up their phones. I just watched him. This was all fascinating and a much darker side of magic than what they talked about at school. But then, could you imagine a school full of kids with magic? It made my skin crawl. Kids sucked. 
 
    "Back to the point at hand. After the victims died, she was tried for refusing to adhere to the Wandering Mage law. Note, this is a federal law and the US, in fact most UN countries, have reciprocal agreements to abide by their countries' versions of this law." He took a drink of water, walking back and forth as he talked. "She, and I want to stress this, successfully argued that offering up her hair would have made her too bald to save that many and that would be detrimental not only to her social standing, but her ability to gain a husband, and violate the contract she had with her employer to not 'recklessly expend resources.'" Bruce smirked. "Think about that. She won because it might have made her less attractive to men." 
 
    The class sat there in silence, looking at each other. I kept my hair short, barely past my chin. Mages almost always had long braids or hair, most of the time with beads or strings woven in them. They never got their hair cut unless they had a familiar. 
 
    "Okay, so this is sinking in. What this means is you can request assistance from a mage. The odds are that in eighty-five percent of the cases it will be a minor offering from them, but that last fifteen percent accept the fact that they can refuse. You cannot force them." He gave us all a hard look. "Let me repeat that. You can NOT force them. Even the attempt is justification for them to kill you in self-defense. If they refuse, note it and move on. Let the legal arm of the federal government deal with the charges. It isn't your problem." 
 
    I sat there just blinking at him, unable to even conceive of a situation where I had the ability to help and I would choose not to, for my hair. 
 
    "So just to get this to sink in, by next week you need to dig up and compare and contrast two cases where mages were charged with not assisting. One must be a successful prosecution and one must be a successful defense. And no, you may not use the Irish Coach Riot as an example. Go find something new and interesting." 
 
    People grumbled and he ignored us. "Moving on. Police radio signals here in our state and in the local departments you will be working with." 
 
    The rest of the day was spent taking notes, doing pop quizzes on call signs, and then moving on to an anatomy refresher, something that never hurt. But I couldn't get out of my mind the idea of refusing, even if it cost you your life. I would have given my life to save Stevie. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Magic is the worst type of drug, one that is freely accessible to some of us with the only limits being our imagination. Everyone should take vows of abstinence from magic and together we can create a world where everyone is equal. ~ From a speech by Freedom from Magic 
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    By all the Merlins, please don't let this suck too much. I need to be able to work WITH the police. 
 
    I'd finished my last day of MA on Friday, and Melanie had graded me at 3.8, so I wasn't going to complain. Though I really wanted to take her to task about Lyndie, I knew she didn't want to risk not having a mage on staff. So for once in my life, I managed not to snark, got my grade, and left on good terms. Really good terms as she offered to hire me once I graduated. 
 
    Thanks, but I'd have to be really, extremely, over the top desperate to agree to that. 
 
    Even the thought made me nauseous. Dealing with people who whined all day long, even when no blood was spurting out of them, was not my cup of anything. Much less coffee. I'd pass. 
 
    Monday, after a class devoted to hands-on medical practicum, Laurel Amosen had called me, asking me to arrive by eight am today. If my calculations were right, I should be there by seven-fifteen. 
 
    The police station was only a ten-minute walk from Grind Down, so I'd left super early and grabbed three cups of coffee. Well, a refill in my mug and one to go cup each for Sam and the chief. I had no problem buttering up people when I needed to, and besides, at this point I knew for sure what they loved, and what they splurged on. They got their splurge drinks. And I still wasn't sure why they wanted me. 
 
    Cori Catastrophe. 
 
    The name hung in my mind as I walked into the station. We were a small town, but we still had an entryway to screen people. A cop I recognized but didn't actually know sat at the window working on something. He looked up and nodded at me, his eyes assessing. 
 
    "Cori Munroe, right?" 
 
    "Yes. I come bringing peace offerings for Samuel and the chief." I held up the cups of coffee and tried to smile winningly. From his smirk, I'm pretty sure I looked like a scared teenager, which wasn't far off. I felt like a scared teenager. Heck the last time I'd been in here I thought they were going to charge me with murder. It had not been fun. 
 
    "I'll buzz you in. Sam isn't in yet, but the chief is. You know the way?" 
 
    I didn't know if he was asking seriously or giving me a bad time, so I just nodded. A minute later I walked towards her office, this time paying a bit more attention to my surroundings. The walls were a boring beige that I really wanted to add some color to, and the desks all looked like they were refugees from old sixties television. I couldn't imagine how bad their backs hurt if they had to sit in those chairs for long. What made me bury my nose into my coffee cup and inhale the comforting smell of raspberry and mint was the odor of fear and sweat that seemed soaked into the walls. It made me want to run, even though I was supposed to be there. 
 
    They need a good steam cleaning. Or an exorcist. 
 
    The thought made me smile, imagining a man walking through with sage and incense, calling out all the bad odors and replacing them with good ones. Sage and rosemary would be a good start. If I had to work here, I'd so have those essence things on my desk. 
 
    With my hands full I couldn't really knock, but her door was open. "Chief?" I stood there as she looked up from her phone. Had I really caught her playing games, that would be awesome. Proof she was human. 
 
    "Come one in, Cori. Oh, is one of those for me?" Her eyes locked onto the tray I carried. 
 
    "Yep. One for you and one for Sam." I set them down on the desk and rescued my mug from it. 
 
    She glanced back down at her phone, and I realized a face was watching us from it, the fire chief. "Hey Martin. Cori's here so I'm going to go. Love you." 
 
    "Love you too, babe. Don't be too hard on anyone today. I'll have dinner ready when you get home." 
 
    The chief laughed. "I'll try. Mwah." With that she disconnected the video call and reached for the cup that had Amosen on it. "If this is what you bring every morning you'll make friends here fast." 
 
    I was still sitting there, mug raised halfway, looking at her in shock. "You told him you loved him? He told you that?" I blurted out the words looking at her. The expression on her face tore at me a bit. 
 
    With her cup in her hands she leaned back and looked at me, eyes serious. "Not everyone is like your parents or even the Guzmans. I don't think you've been around your parents enough as an adult to even know how they express love. And Henri and Marisol have been married for so long they probably have codes and actions that repeat those sentiments every day, you just have never thought about them. Telling people you love them is important. Especially when you are in our line of work. Every time we see them might be the last time." 
 
    A trail of ice followed by a slimly sensation ran down my back and I shuddered, taking an overly large gulp of coffee and then choking. The chief just watched me and I couldn't read anything in her expression. When I had finished choking, and somehow managed to not spit up all over myself, she spoke. 
 
    "You know I'm not your enemy, right? You're annoying and aggravating, and say things at the wrong time, but most of us in town have watched you with a bit of admiration and awe." 
 
    "Wait what?? Why in the world would anyone be impressed with me? I'm a nobody. Or did you watch for the entertainment factor? To see what catastrophe I got into next?" Bitterness coated the last part of my sentence. 
 
    Excellent, I went from incredulous to mocking in three seconds. New record. Someday I will learn to keep my mouth shut, or at least be polite. 
 
    To my surprise Laurel chuckled. It wasn't much, but it was enough to get my shoulders to unclench.  
 
    "Oh, part of it may have been that. You must admit you seem to go straight towards trouble or vice versa. If you had started this recently, I'd be pulling you in for mage testing. But I can't remember a time you weren't like this. So, I think it's just you." 
 
    "So what would the other part be?" I felt like a cat watching something, not sure which of them was the predator. 
 
    She sighed, got up, and to my surprise and discomfort, closed the door. Even more worried now, I watched her, waiting. But for what I didn't have the slightest idea.  
 
    "By the time you were thirteen, your parents had quit being a factor in your life. You took the bus everywhere or walked. You made your own lunches, even forged your own school notes."  
 
    I turned red at that. I hadn't thought anyone had noticed. But my parents just pretended they never heard me when I asked.  
 
    "The school called me, and stores called me. I think I found you and your brother about three months before I became chief." She brushed that away like it wasn't important. 
 
    "Why?" And I really wanted to know, why would anyone care, or was forging notes that big of a deal? 
 
    "Child neglect. Borderline abuse." 
 
    I didn't know how to react. Pretend like I had no idea what she was talking about? I tried, but my body reacted, sinking down and hiding behind my mug. 
 
    "It was abuse, Cori. Parents are supposed to support their child, care about them." 
 
    "So why didn't you do anything?" A year ago, even six months ago I might have shouted it. But right now I just asked, unsure I really wanted to know the answer. 
 
    "We almost did. A bunch of times. But," she sighed rubbing her wedding ring. "They would have pulled you from the house, put you with strangers, dragged all of you to court, and for what? It wouldn't have woken your parents up. If that would have worked, your teachers reaming them out might have registered. It didn't. So we let you be. You were smart, competent, healthy, and we figured any more disruption in your life would be worse than leaving you there." She paused for a very long time staring at me. "Were we wrong?" 
 
    Taking refuge in my drink, I closed my eyes, inhaled and thought. Maybe five minutes went by and she just waited. I appreciated that. 
 
    "I think a thank-you is in order." I started to say more, but a knock on the door behind me had me twisting in the chair and glancing around as it opened.  
 
    Samuel stood there his eyes locked on the coffee. "Do I smell what allows me to work this early morning shift? And is it mine?" 
 
    "Well, your name is on it, but if the chief wants it, that's between you two." 
 
    The woman had the gall to smirk and start to reach for it. Samuel lunged and grabbed, whirling away protectively, and the lid popped off and soaked the cop that was walking by. All four of us stood and stared. Laurel started to laugh. It was a deep rich sound, not mocking at all, which surprised me for a reason I couldn't explain. 
 
    "You should've known better than do something like that around Cori. You're lucky it had cooled enough to not be dangerous." 
 
    Sam looked at his cup, a look of great remorse on his face; the other cop just looked up at the ceiling, sighed, and said, "I'm going to grab my car and swing by the house and change. Okay, Chief?" 
 
    "Go for it, Daniels. Sorry." She still sounded amused and I stood unsure at this new facet, or at least new to me, facet of the police chief. 
 
    "As for you, Clements. Get our intern into her outfit and get on your patrol." 
 
    The man whined looking at the empty cup.  
 
    "You know, there's place that sells them. I bet you could get another one." I couldn't help the snark. "They even like me there." 
 
    "Yes, but it wouldn't be as special. This was done by you, for me." He sounded heartbroken and I had to fight not to roll my eyes. 
 
    "It was a bribe. I'll get you another," my voice dry. 
 
    He jerked his head up and smiled at me. "In that case, let's get rolling, rookie." 
 
    Chief Amosen cringed at him calling me a rookie. "Please try and remember she isn't a rookie, still just a civilian. And she has to fill out all the paperwork before she leaves this station." She handed me a folder at least a half inch thick. 
 
    "Then get hopping. I have coffee bribes to receive," he said, his voice had a false brightness that made me want to take a step backwards. You know, just in case he had lost his mind and was about to go video game crazy on us. 
 
    "Both of you, go," she said, a laugh still in her voice. "My coffee is just fine." 
 
    "Cruel, mean woman. See what I have to put up with?" He turned and headed down the hall, waving at me to follow him.  
 
    I paused at the door and turned back to look at her. "Chief?" 
 
    She lifted her head from the computer screen to look at me. 
 
    "You mind if someday I ask you about the day my brother died?" 
 
    Something dark and scared flashed across her face, but she gave me a soft smile. "No. Any time." 
 
    I ducked my head in thanks, then raced after Sam who was headed deeper into the station, not that it was that big. Twenty minutes later I wore a shirt that almost fit me, and had a bulletproof vest, a belt with a flashlight, handcuffs, a radio, a body cam, and not much else.  
 
    There were other people in the class who'd complain about not getting a gun, or at least a taser. That didn't bug me at all. Shooting people held no interest for me. I wanted to help people, not take them down. Not kill them. For me, the radio would be my best weapon and the body cam a way to protect everyone, especially me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Familiars Hope Chest - in families where magic is common and familiars are often drawn to them, they keep what is called a hope chest - a small box much like a jewelry box, kept in the hope of attracting a familiar. Anyone with a familiar can use their own genetic material that is not attached to them. Hence the chest to keep nail clippings, cut hair, teeth, anything of theirs that someday could be used in an emergency. ~ Magic Explained  
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    I am so tired of signing paperwork. At this point everyone should know my social security number. If my identity gets stolen, I'll never know when it was taken. 
 
    "Ready for your first day?" Sam asked, after I'd spent fifteen more minutes getting all the paperwork signed. The best part of that was the paycheck. Not much, just minimum wage, but it was money I needed and made it so I could breathe a bit easier knowing I wouldn't have to be begging from Jo. 
 
    "I think so." The vest weighed a ton and I felt ungainly moving in it. "How do you guys run in these things?" 
 
    "Lots of training. If you wanted to be a cop after you graduate, you'd still have to go through the police academy. It just lets you go up the ranks faster as you have the degree and more knowledge of what most people learn the hard way." He gave me a sideways look. "If you were willing to stay here, you'd have a pretty good chance. Most small towns have a hard time getting good officers." 
 
    I followed him out to the squad car, looking at it with new eyes. "And you think I'd be a good one?" 
 
    "Oh, I know you would. Disasters follow you, but I've never seen you lose your composure, get upset, or freak at what happened. That is a good quality in a cop. You also think, too much sometimes, but it means you'd probably never shoot someone because you were startled. Your first instinct isn't to draw a weapon."  
 
    He paused as we slid into the car and he logged in, stating our location and what we'd be doing. With a grin he started up the engine and headed out. "Not drawing your weapon could be a bad thing in a dangerous situation, but if you made it through the academy, I have no doubt you'd be fine." 
 
    I looked out the window. I'd never really thought about this for a real job. I'd always been focused on being a paramedic.  
 
    "I don't know. Never really thought about it. But that doesn't explain you." 
 
    "What about me?" 
 
    "Why did you volunteer for this?" I didn't look at him as he drove, instead trying to see Rockway through the eyes of a cop. A different view than I'd ever had. Everywhere I looked I saw people and wondered who was about to break the law or do something that might get them or someone else hurt. 
 
    "Being a cop? Or risking my life with you?"  
 
    I jerked my head to glance at him, but all I could see was half a smirk as he looked straight ahead. 
 
    "Yes." If he was going to be a pain, I could match him. 
 
    "Point. I always wanted to be a Texas Ranger actually, but I didn't live in Texas and they have crazy requirements. So, I became a police officer." 
 
    "Huh. Yeah, I can't see you in a Stetson. You'd look silly." 
 
    "Gee, why did I want to do this again?" 
 
    "That was my question in the first place. Why?" 
 
    He pulled into in a convenient parking space in front of Grind Down. Shutting off the engine, he twisted in his seat to look at me. "You drive me crazy. You always seem to be at the center of anything going weird or funky. But you never make the same mistake twice, and you are calm under even the weirdest situations. I want you to succeed. I wasn't a police officer when Stevie died." I flinched at that, but he continued. "But I knew about it. Everyone did. I couldn't imagine holding any of my siblings as they died. You did and then you dealt with everything else life has thrown at you by busting your butt and working hard. So why wouldn't I want to do this with you?" 
 
    My mouth had the consistency of damp cotton as it had fallen open in shock as he spoke. I closed it with a snap, looking at him and feeling my face heat up.  
 
    "I, I didn't know what else to do. I didn't see any other options." 
 
    Sam flashed me a smile as he opened the door. "And that is why you impressed people. You have always looked for a way to be better. To answer your questions, to solve your own problems. It makes people want to help you. Now come on. I believe you owe me a bribe." 
 
    I got out of the car, fighting the stiffness and weight of the vest. How in the world did they move in these things? 
 
    But leaving the heavy conversation topic behind was fine by me. It was a bit much to take. "To be fair, I already brought you the bribe. You are the one that spilled it." 
 
    "In a move that has never wasted a drop of coffee before. So therefore, it is your fault." He held open the door to Grind Down with a teasing smile as we walked in.  
 
    "That is very unfair. How can I be responsible for your actions?" The teasing helped to remove the stress, but it flared back up at the wide eyes from Kadia and Carl as we walked in. 
 
    "Everything okay, Cori?" Kadia asked, looking at us. Carl just looked worried, which made no sense. 
 
    I looked down at myself. Polyester long sleeved shirt in the same style as Sam's but no emblems on it, black slacks, and black shoes. A bit monotone compared to my normal preferred style, but still nothing weird. 
 
    "Yeah. I'm doing my internship with the police for the next few weeks." 
 
    Relief flashed across both their faces. "Oh, yeah, I forgot. How is that going?" Kadia asked as Carl settled himself back down on the stool, the toe of his cast poking out from behind the counter.  
 
    "What did you think I was doing, Kadia? And can you make Sam here another drink? His got spilled." 
 
    "That isn't surprising around you." Carl's voice made the remark more stinging than it would have been from Jo, and I flinched. 
 
    "Stop it or I swear I will break your other leg," Kadia snapped out. "I don't know what his issue is. He's been a crabby jerk all morning." She worked on Sam's drink and waved off my money. I didn't argue—Molly liked us drinking the stuff and treating the cops well. 
 
    The bell rang and I glanced back, more out of habit than anything else, to see who was walking in. I groaned.  
 
    Shay scowled back at me. "Why are you here? You do not work here in the mornings during the week, only the weekends." 
 
    "Nice to know you care enough to follow my schedule." I pasted on a smile and said this all in a sickly-sweet tone. "Better watch it. I might start to think you're sweet on me." 
 
    The choked laugh from behind me matched the look of horror on Shay's face. I'd almost be insulted by how fast he stepped back, except he had to be at least twenty years older than me. Ewww. But it was made all the better him slamming into the man behind him, knocking him down. The two of them fell to the floor in a tangle of limbs, coats, and a familiar flash of emerald green flashed up from them hissing in clear annoyance. 
 
    Clap, clap, clap. 
 
    I grinned as I watched them. "Excellent form, the legs were splayed nicely, and you took someone else down with you. Impressive. I'll pay for his coffee, Kadia. After a performance like that, he deserves a reward." 
 
    Sam snickered into his drink as the men extricated themselves from the tangle of limbs and stood up. Elsba, his familiar, hung in the air glaring at me. 
 
    "Hey, I didn't do it. Blame Shay. He's the one who stepped all over your mage. I had nothing to do with it." I spoke to the familiar, ignoring the men on the floor. 
 
    "Really, O'Shaungessy. What is it with you and your Spirit girls?" the man asked, his tattoo glinting. 
 
    "Oh, I'm not his." Though calling me spirited was amusing. "He, however, is the bane of my existence. Moving away will be a relief. I won't have to worry about running into him every time I turn around." 
 
    I loved tweaking Shay. Besides I really wanted to pet this guy's familiar, but you just didn't do that. Even I knew that, it was rude. Like petting a service animal. Besides, no one was really sure just how intelligent they were, and I knew I wouldn't have wanted people to pet me. 
 
    The banter probably would have continued, something I enjoyed, to be honest, but Sam's radio squawked. I froze and looked at him, frowning. The code that came across was public disturbance if I remembered correctly.  
 
    What really caught my attention, though, was Shay and his friend both froze too, looking at me with a weird expression on their faces. Even Elsba stared at me. 
 
    "Okay Cori, let's go. We'll walk. It's only a block from here." Sam headed to the door, his coffee left on the table. I trotted after him, his longer legs could eat up distance quickly. 
 
    "What's up? I caught a disturbance?" I tried to keep my breath even as I kept up. I'd have to start working out more. Too bad the gym idea hadn't worked. Not enough time to do everything I needed to do. 
 
    "Something going on at the bank." He darted a quick look at me. "You remember the rules, right?" 
 
    "Yes. Stay behind you and at the first sign of trouble radio for help." I rattled off the code for officer needs assistance.  
 
    "Good. Remember this job is always dangerous, but if you keep your head there should never be an issue." 
 
    "Isn't that just what you were telling me I'm good at?"  
 
    "Yep. Which is why I'm trusting you and not having you go sit in the car. Joy of a small town. Chief Amosen trusts my judgment." 
 
    "Lucky you," I muttered, then flushed again. Really, why were my memories so against the woman? 
 
    "Yep. I am." He slowed as we reached the bank. Sam turned and looked around, scanning the area. I mimicked his actions and looked. I wasn't sure what I was looking for, but I didn't see any idling cars, or suspicious-looking people lurking around. But then it was winter and what few people were out were bundled up. He frowned. "Nothing looks odd. Hang back. If I tell you to duck, you'd better be hitting the floor." 
 
    At any other time, I'd have made a snarky remark, but my adrenaline and nerves were too tight, so I just nodded. An odd jerky motion that didn't feel like me.  
 
    Sam winked at me and pushed open the first set of doors to the bank. I watched him go through the second and he walked over, looking calm, and talked to the security guard standing there.  
 
    Taking that as meaning it was okay, I pushed in through both sets of doors and stood on the opposite side of Sam and the guard trying to figure out the situation. There weren't many people in the bank. One older man, probably about Sam's age in the middle, his arms crossed, glaring at everyone. His dirty blond hair looked like he'd been running his fingers through it constantly and the bags under his eyes implied sleep was something he needed more of.  
 
    "That's him. He started yelling, so we hit the alarm. All I know is his name is Roy and he's pissed." 
 
    Sam nodded and headed that way, where Roy and one of the bank employees stood. I could see bank tellers behind their little screens looking a mixture of amused and nervous. There was one other customer who just looked annoyed at the entire situation as she wasn't being waited on while everyone paid attention to the man. 
 
    He dropped his arms to his sides, hands clenched in fists. I gave a quick scan of his clothes. They looked decent, but not designer. I'd been getting my clothes for so long from thrift stores, I knew how to tell if something was worth the money. And more to the point, if it could handle all the wear and tear I put on it. Roy didn't strike me as rich, but not poor either. 
 
    "I don't care what your records say. I filed all the forms. I didn't spend the money. I need it back in my account to pay my mortgage and get the utilities paid. It's too damn cold to have the heat turned off. I've got a family. You know I didn't take it out of my account." His voice would get calm then spike with anger each time he got back to the money and he got more agitated. 
 
    "So, what's going on here?" Sam asked, his easy-going attitude and charm oozing out of him. He excelled at making situations defuse.  
 
    "Mr. Saunders here says he's been the victim of identity theft. I don't have any police reports and I can't authorize returning the four thousand that was taken out of his bank account," the woman said. I couldn't see her name tag from my angle, but she looked and acted like a manager. Her attitude all officious and no sympathy in her tone. 
 
    "I HAVE BEEN!" His voice was a screech and I saw the woman take a half step back, worry flashing across her face. "I've filed with the credit bureaus, canceled my cards, filled out a police report, but work is still doing automatic deposits. This paycheck had our yearly bonus on it, and I couldn't get the money out fast enough before the crooks took it. I need it back. I'm doing everything I can. I'm following all the rules. Why am I the one being punished? I need to pay my bills." His voice cracked on that last part. 
 
    "I'm sure we can work it out. You said you filed a police report? Why don't we get it?" Sam kept his voice calm and light. "We can work something out." 
 
    "People think they can use identity theft as an excuse for bad money management. It was your transfer that took it out." The sneer in the woman's voice made me flinch and Sam looked at her in surprise. That moment of surprise and cruelty seemed to stretch out forever.  
 
    "You uncaring bitch." 
 
    My eyes jerked to the man, every hair on my body feeling like it was trying to stand up all at once. It was his voice. Before, he'd been angry and upset, with rage and frustration mixed in. He said these words in a flat, calm tone of voice as if he mentioning the time. He reached behind him, jerked out a gun, pointed it at the woman and in the instant he fired, my entire body went rigid. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Transformation - sounds like something out of a story book. Change lead to gold, spin straw to gold, make anything you want. The truth is, lead to gold is simple. Straw to gold is almost impossible unless you like wasting genetic material. It's one of the reasons the gold standard was abandoned before the 1900s and most countries moved to diamonds. They are almost impossible to create and hold up better under pressure. ~ History of Magic 
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    He's shooting! 
 
    The thought went through my head, a mix of panic and disbelief even as I dropped to the ground and watched. Once again, time seemed to slow to a crawl and it felt like I could see the bullet moving, which was patently impossible. In a fraction of a second and an eternity, the bullet somehow missed the woman, there were three sharp sounds that were so close together I didn't know how I knew there were three. Then Roy dropped to the ground, the gun tumbling out of his slack hands. 
 
    No one else moved. It had happened so fast, then the woman started screaming and other people were freaking out. I just stared at the man.  
 
    Sam grabbed his radio, babbled about shots being fired, then went over to the man. He kicked the gun away and knelt down.  
 
    "I don't believe it. What in the world?" His voice sounded odd and after looking around I headed over to him. I still felt like time, like reality, was moving too slow, but it came back into focus as I went over.  
 
    "Is he dead?" I asked, even more detached than I normally felt. 
 
    "No. Just unconscious. Look." He pointed to ground next to Roy's head. A bullet, almost completely flat, lay there. Sam rotated the man's head a bit and at the temple was a red mark, bruising quickly. 
 
    "He'll need an ambulance. Probably subdural bleeding," I said, my voice abstract. I couldn't get past the feeling of seeing the bullet move. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, you're probably right." As Sam went to make that call too and handcuff Roy, just in case, I stood and followed my improbable thoughts. 
 
    From where he had been standing and the direction the gun had been pointing, I followed my silly idea of the path of the bullet. Over in the direction of his gun I stopped at one of the support pillars with a shiny metal insert for artistic reasons I supposed. There was an indent at one corner. I turned and walked at an angle away from the column and stopped at a heavy bronze nameplate by a door that had another dent. I turned again following a memory that didn't exist. I walked until I came to a bronze vase holding fake flowers on the little desk to sign checks. There was another wider dent there and I turned again walking back to Roy.  
 
    Huh. That shouldn't have happened. What is going on? 
 
    I didn't know if I was scared, or freaked out, but mostly curiosity rippled through my mind. How had that happened? 
 
    As I reached them, Sam stood looking around, with his hand on the handle of his gun. "You okay, Cori?" 
 
    "I'm fine. A bit curious." 
 
    "You? I'm trying to figure out how he shot himself. Unless someone else shot a gun?" 
 
    "No. At least I don't think so. I think I know what happened, but it doesn't seem possible." My voice trailed off as I thought. It wasn't impossible, just improbable. And the improbable had a bad habit of happening around me all too often. 
 
    Before Sam could say anything, sirens came to a halt outside the door, and two other officers came running in, guns drawn.  
 
    That devolved into a half hour of explaining the situation and waiting for an ambulance to get there and take Roy to the hospital. He still hadn't regained consciousness, but there were no other signs of damage outside the bruise on his temple. Sam sent one of the other cops to go with Roy to the hospital—he'd write up the charges and the situation in a little bit.  
 
    I had stayed out of the way, listening—it sounded like more paperwork than anything else. With my luck, I'd probably be involved in that. 
 
    "Hey Cori?" Sam said, walking over to me. I looked at him, having made sure I stayed out of everyone's way. "You said you thought that you knew what happened. Can you tell me?" He didn't seem dismissive and in all the years while he'd treated me like a careless idiot occasionally, he'd never disparaged my comments or thoughts. 
 
    "Well, still not sure I know why. But I think I can show you what. It's pretty weird." 
 
    The look he gave me wasn't anything I could read. Half serious, half something else, but it made me shift my stance, suddenly uncomfortable.  
 
    "Show me." 
 
    I walked him through everything, the dents and then back to where Roy had laid. "I didn't touch anything, and I can't swear that I'm not making it all up because there is no way for me to follow a bullet's trajectory. But it makes sense." 
 
    Sam stood, his head following the path over and over again. "You ever think about getting tested?" 
 
    I sighed. This was becoming a theme. "No one in my family is magic. There hasn't been anyone for a long time. And if I had emerged, it was so mild no one noticed - including me. It isn't required unless I turn out to be higher than a hedgie." 
 
    "True, but if you are a mage it might explain some of the weirdness." 
 
    "Except you always emerge after puberty ends, and I've always been a trouble magnet. The chief commented on it earlier. I'm just weird or so low it means I could never do anything." 
 
    "Maybe." He shrugged. "Either way I'm glad no one got seriously hurt. The manager was being purposefully insulting. I'll see if I can get him off on minor charges with community service. I checked and he did file identity theft papers. One of the detectives will get it. You, however, need to fill out a report. Saying what you discovered and all of your impressions of the scene up to and after the shooting." 
 
    I groaned. "Why is everything paperwork? I thought you actually did stuff." 
 
    "We do. Paperwork. Coffee. Donuts." He smiled. "But that's later. Now we get to go do patrol, and if you're nice, I'll let you use my computer to start on your half of the report." 
 
    The rest of the day had no excitement, not even a speeding ticket, and I did get my report written up. Sam even gave me a ride home, which meant I'd have lots of time to work on my paper for class. As I climbed the stairs, I glanced over at the house. It had been really busy the last few days, but I hadn't seen any sign of Kris. Now it lay quiet and dark. Maybe a late night or school function. I shrugged and finished climbing the stairs. I unlocked my door and stepped in, then came to a sudden halt. Sitting on the counter was a manila envelope and the key to my door.  
 
    Sweat beaded up on my body. As far as I knew Jo and my parents were the only people that had extra keys. I didn't breathe as I walked over and picked up the envelope, the key tumbling off to the floor. I pulled out the letter and another piece of paper tumbled out as well. With my heart beating hard enough it sounded like the crash of thunder in my ears, I read the letter.  
 
      
 
    Corisande Munroe –  
 
    This is to let you know that we, Estella Munroe and Rafael Munroe, have sold the house and this apartment. The new owners will not be taking possession until late June. At that time, you are expected to have vacated the premises. Please turn over all copies of the keys at that time. The new owners are a management company, Pinewood Reality Management. They will contact you when they plan to start remodeling the main house. The contract states you have the right to stay until that time. 
 
    We have moved out of state and there will be no further contact. Enclosed is a money order for ten thousand. This ends our responsibility to you. 
 
    Do not try to contact us or our son. We will not respond to any attempts at communications. 
 
      
 
    Estella Munroe 
 
    Rafael Munroe 
 
      
 
    It was signed by both of them. I just stood there looking at it, my body flashing hot, then cold, then sweat broke out all over me . I read it twice more before I bent over and picked up the other piece of paper. It was a cashier's check. I now had more money than I'd earned in the last six months.  
 
    I looked at the check and then slipped it back into the envelope. I walked over to my couch, ignoring the sound of something either falling in the bathroom or exploding in the fridge. Sinking onto my couch I stared at the wall, processing. 
 
    It took a while, and when I finally came out of my haze, I'd decided a number of things. 
 
    - Jo and the Guzman's were more a family than my parents had been in a long, long time. 
 
    - If Kristos ever reached out to me, I'd respond, but until he turned eighteen, I would not search for him. 
 
    - That I was relieved. This was the proof they didn't care, and it meant I could quit trying. 
 
    Feeling an odd lightness, as if something that had been weighing down my soul had been cut away, I headed in to make some dinner. I turned on the hot water and waited, and waited, and waited. Still icy cold. I cautiously opened the fridge, and sure enough one of the cans of soda on the top shelf had frozen and exploded everywhere. Sighing, I hung my head and looked for anything else that had gone haywire. Maybe from here on life would become normal? 
 
    Shutting off the water, I headed out the door, making sure my keys were still on me—the last thing I needed was to lock myself out. The water heater for the apartment was in the garage area, where I could have parked a car if I had one. I rarely went in there. I had a tub of clothes there for summer stuff that I swapped out once it quit being cold. But mostly it was empty. The fuse box, the water heater, a bench with my box of clothes, and the washer and dryer. One step in and I knew there was a problem. The cement floor of the garage shone back at me when I flipped the overhead lights on. Water spread out in rippling waves as it poured out from the heater.  
 
    Shaking my head, I walked over and shut off the water. That much I knew how to do. But fixing the water heater? The people I would have put in a request with were no longer here. It was just me. I waited for a wave of panic or stress and nothing came. Just acceptance that I'd always been alone. 
 
    Climbing the stairs seemed easier than I expected. That burden I'd carried without realizing it had vanished. I almost laughed. Apparently when you no longer cared you were free. I'd have to remember that. 
 
    I picked up my phone with an abundance of care. Even with money, the last thing I needed was to get yet another new phone. Maybe they sold them in bulk. 
 
    The person I needed was number one in my favorites list, and I hoped she always would be. 
 
    "Yo-yo, Cori. How was the first day of exciting police action?" Jo's bright voice came through the line and wrapped around me in a wave of warmth. She was my joy. 
 
    "More exciting and boring than I expected. I'll tell you all about it if you come over, but can you bring Stinky?" 
 
    "Ooh, you decided to go slumming and date my brother?" 
 
    "Ewww… no." I shuddered. Sanchez was great, but no way. I'd become a merlin before I ever dated him. "Are you insane, do you feel good? Besides do you really want me dating your bother?" 
 
    "Well, if you got married, then you'd be my sister-in-law and you'd never be able to escape my clutches, so it does have its benefits." 
 
    "Yes, but that would mean I was having sex with your bother." 
 
    "Oh… ewww… yeah no. You're stuck with me as BFF instead. So, what's up?" 
 
    "Well, all the water from my hot water heater is currently spilling out over the garage floor." 
 
    "That would qualify as a problem. Yep, I'll grab him. Need me to bring anything else?" 
 
    "Well, I've got a lot to tell you, but I think I have chips and salsa your mom gave me, so we should have snacks." 
 
    "Hmmm… we'll see. Be over in a few." Jo hung up and I went to clean up my refrigerator. It didn't matter. I had family, chosen family, and I was starting to believe that just maybe they would be there for me always. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    Rasputin – even to this day his name can cause shivers of horror in those who knew of his reign of terror. Even though he worked with Lenin, it is speculated he drove Lenin's desire to control all mages. From what he was seen performing, most figure he was a Spirit merlin. Proof that the school of mage you have access to has nothing to do with the type of person you are. ~Famous Mages 
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    I need to convince them to install speech to text on their computers. They spend way too much time writing reports. 
 
    After the last two weeks of doing a ride along with Sam, I'd come to a few more conclusions. 
 
    Cops had to write lots of reports. 
 
    Most people were idiots. 
 
    I didn't mind the investigation part but dealing with people was annoying. 
 
    That conclusion surprised me, to be honest. I thought I'd gotten good at letting people's little quirks and being obtuse slide off of me after all my years working at Grind Down. I'd had to argue with someone that an eight-ounce drink and a cup were the same amount of fluid. I even had to prove to someone that our medium at ten ounces was less than the large at sixteen ounces. They swore up and down that it was one point six, not sixteen.  
 
    All of that meant that I thought I'd be able to handle people being silly or stupid in the line of enforcing the law. 
 
    I was wrong, very, very wrong. 
 
    The proof of that was a woman Sam pulled over for weaving across the lanes. It was about three in the afternoon and we were headed back to the station Friday to finish paperwork and kick me out. I was ready to go home. It had been a long week. 
 
    "Stay by the car and watch. I want to make sure there isn't anything dangerous going on. Most likely she's looking at her phone and I'll be writing a ticket."  
 
    I nodded. So far, he'd written at least five tickets for using a cell phone while driving. I could barely manage to walk and use one, so driving and doing that seemed reckless to me.  
 
    Sam got out and I did too, my radio at the ready. That was the best part of having me there, I could call things in, call for back up, or whatever was needed. Half this week we'd spent going over all the call signs. I was surprised to realize the variation of signs between different departments but learning them wasn't an issue. 
 
    He walked up to the driver's side of the cute little sports car. It was bright blue, with only room for two people in the front. A two door, and I wanted it with an odd wistfulness. 
 
    "Ma'am, please lower the window," I heard him say as he stood by the car door. From my angle I couldn't see the window come down, but I could hear the radio on in the car, so I assumed she had complied. 
 
    "Ma'am have you been drinking?" He'd reeled back a bit as the window came down. I titled my head back a bit, but nothing caught me. In this instance it would have been excellent to be an Air mage and have the scent swirl to me, but it didn't. 
 
    Whatever she responded with I either I missed or couldn't hear, but I heard him next. "Ma'am, I'm going to have to ask you to step out of the car." 
 
    The door opened as he stepped back from it. It was a woman about Marisol's age, her business suit a shade too tight, and she had a full head of fake blond hair in a tight cut against her head, so most likely not a mage, not with hair that short. 
 
    I moved to the driver's side of the squad car so I could see better. and to make sure I didn't miss if Sam needed me to get help. 
 
    "Ma'am, may I see your identification, please?" 
 
    "I already told you, I only had one drink. I'm fine," she protested, her hands on her hips, even as she swayed back and forth on heels that were taller than a medium coffee. I knew if I tried to wear those I'd hurt myself, badly. 
 
    "I still need to see your ID, please." Sam stayed calm and professional even as she bent over to get her purse out. Even me, with my almost famous obtuseness to sexual innuendo didn't miss her tight skirt and the way she waved her ass at him. Granted she had a good figure, but when she came back up I saw her face and blinked. I hadn't seen that much makeup on a face since I went to the circus and got freaked out by clowns. 
 
    "Here. See, I'm legal. I just need to get back to my job." Even her speech slurred a bit and I wasn't sure why she'd even tried to drive. "I only had a martini, well maybe two, but I'm fine." She leaned forward and slurred a bit. "I'm a functioning alcoholic. Have to be. Only way to survive the stress. I don't get drunk." 
 
    "Ma'am, can you walk on the line between here and my partner standing over there?" 
 
    I had a giddy reaction to being called his partner and stood up a bit more. Stupid, but it felt good.  
 
    "Fine, but I'll have your badge for this." She started walking towards me swaying like a flag in a stiff breeze. Personally, I was glad there was very little traffic here, given how badly she stumbled and weaved.  
 
    "Cori, will you please get the breathalyzer out of the back?" He'd followed her, watching with an annoyed expression. I was getting good at reading Sam.  
 
    "Sure." A minute later I had the kit for him. It rather reminded me of a stud finder used in construction. He put a clean cap on it and had her breathe into it. 
 
    "I'm not drunk. You'll see. I've barely had a drink." 
 
    "Of course, ma'am." He looked at the numbers and held it out to me. I raised my eyebrows. Driving while under the influence rates were one of the things we went over. And anything over a blood alcohol content .08 in Georgia was legally drunk. She was at a 1.3 BAC. 
 
    "How in the world did she drink that much and still get served?"  
 
    "Ma'am, please put your hands behind your back. You are under arrest for driving while under the influence." Sam, at this point, had passed into really annoyed. 
 
    "I told you, I'm not drunk. Now let me go." 
 
    "Ma'am, please."  
 
    "No!" She turned and swung a fist at him. As she did, she fell backwards, her heel snapping, and she landed on her ass.  
 
    "And now I'm adding the charge of assaulting an officer." 
 
    The next hour, all through the ride back, the booking, and the blood test she continued to protest that she wasn't drunk That she hadn't swung at Sam and that she must have been drugged. 
 
    By the time we were done it was six P.M. 
 
    "Are all people that stupid?"  
 
    Sam laughed. "You be amazed at how many people ignore what is in front of them. They don't want to admit they did anything that might get them in trouble. Or worse, change how they view themselves. We lie to ourselves more than anyone else." 
 
    "Maybe. But still, that scares me." 
 
    "Good. It means you'll pay more attention to people and think about what lies they are telling themselves. Like, I can have one more drink. Or, no one will notice if I just steal one thing. People need to protect their view of themselves more than most things." 
 
    I had thought about that over the weekend a lot. By the end of this I might be even more cynical than I already was. That was a sobering idea.  
 
    But outside the drunk driver and the exciting start of the first week, it had been relatively routine. I suppose I should have expected the universe was just saving up energy to mess with us the next week because it started with a bang. Monday had been a normal class day with more practice in medical stuff, which I loved, and I was feeling pretty good passing all the tests on medical procedures. So that hadn't worried me much. 
 
    Tuesday, I came in with my normal coffee for me and Sam. The extra money from the Munroe's had made it so I didn't mind doing this little splurge, plus next week I'd get another paycheck. That excited me as much as anything else did. Maybe I could get some nice clothes for Atlanta.  
 
    "Hey, Cori, thanks" His response was abstract and distant as he accepted the coffee. "Ready to go? We're going to have a busy day." 
 
    "Sure. What's going on that makes this different from last week?" 
 
    "Big rally in town for a motorcycle club. They are out at the fairgrounds, but historically they've drifted out of the zone a bit. So, we need to make sure they don't cause any issues." He headed to the car and I followed trying to remember if I'd ever heard about this. 
 
    "This happen every year?" 
 
    "No. Every four. They rotate out to different areas—apparently they are a pretty big group." Sam looked worried as he slid into the car. 
 
    "What aren't you telling me?" 
 
    "The club is called Bad Ass Mages. Or BAM. To even apply to the club, you have to be at least a wizard. And even the girlfriends or wives have to meet that rank requirement." 
 
    I buckled in and looked at him feeling my stress ratchet up a bit. "You're telling me we have a biker gang made up of nothing but mages here in town?" 
 
    "Yep. And it means we need to be extra cautious. While true rogue mages are rare, if only because the people that hunt them don't allow them to ever serve time, asshole mages are common." 
 
    "Oh. So, be extra polite?" 
 
    He gave me a cynical smile. "It means yell for help if you think you need it. No one is going to criticize you for over-reacting. There are some archmages coming in for extra shifts. Their call codes are here." He said that as he taped a piece of paper to the dash. "If anything goes sideways, you get on the radio and yell for these people." 
 
    Working with the cops had just gotten more real. Up until now, I'd still felt a bit like an actor in a boring movie. But that was the goal of the police, to be bored. I suddenly got that being bored was an excellent goal. Maybe I should try it more often. 
 
    "Absolutely. So, what's the plan for today?" 
 
    "Mostly patrolling, but the schedules have been changed so we all go by the fair grounds to make sure we have a strong presence there and keep an eye on things. The last thing anyone wants is to provoke them, but at the same time we don't want them to think no one is paying attention." 
 
    "Sounds like a delicate balance to keep." 
 
    "Welcome to the exciting world of police work." Sam smiled at me and he seemed less tense than a few minutes ago. "But I think this day will require extra coffee." He reached back and pulled out a large travel mug. "Nothing fancy this time, just black coffee with a couple squirts of syrup. Enough to enjoy the flavor." 
 
    "I think that can be arranged."  
 
    We drove out and I watched the city, the areas of fields and trees, wondering if lurking behind one of them was danger. I'd always liked the idea of dragons or some of the other magical creatures that occasionally appeared but working with the police was making me realize that people were the worst dangers of all. It didn't really surprise me, but it was a mindset adjustment. Most of the bodies or people I found were freak accidents, almost never were other people involved. Just fate. 
 
    After a quick stop at Grind Down, we headed out. We hadn't even made it more than a half hour into our day when the first call came over the radio. The code sounded familiar, but I couldn't place it immediately. 
 
    "Which call is that?" 
 
    "Suspected overdose. They'll have an ambulance on the way too, but because of where it is, they want me to go in first and make sure it isn't a danger." 
 
    "Where is it?" That confused me. Rockway didn't exactly have a bad side of down, or places where it was dangerous to go. So where would it be happening at that they wanted cops there first? 
 
    "Where else? The fairgrounds." With that, he flipped on his lights and we took off. My stomach had tightened into a knot of worry with the sirens and lights announcing our presence to the world as we pulled into the fairground. The back area was covered with RVs, motorcycles, tents, small campers, and sometimes just a cot near a bike. We were waved down by a man in leather who looked like a stereotypical biker, but the Chaos symbol on his temple gleamed out at us, reminding me exactly what we were walking into. 
 
    He didn't look threatening. If anything I'd say he looked exasperated. 
 
    "Officer," he said leaning down. "George is over there. No one else is around for the most part. They went on a scenic ride. Bus coming up behind you?" 
 
    "Yes. Where is George, you said?"  
 
    The man stood up and pointed down the road to a tent that looked like all the others with a big three wheeled motorcycle outside it. Sam nodded at him and drove down there slowly, watching everything. He'd shut off the siren, but still had the lights going. Once he reached the tent, he opened the door.  
 
    "You know the rules: stay watchful, yell for help if we need it." 
 
    I nodded, but as I looked around this all seemed so normal, not really scary like we were about to be attacked. Maybe just false confidence, but it still seemed odd to have it be so normal after how much I'd worked it up in my mind. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    Spirit is the rarest of the classes and its branches possibly the most misunderstood. Everyone knows that a Psychic can read your mind and a Soul can see ghosts, but as science understands the skills that isn't accurate. A Soul mage can see, feel, and hear imprints of emotions and some of those emotions are solid enough to form ghosts. But nothing has offered any evidence that the soul can be manipulated at all. ~ Magic Explained 
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    Never, ever think it is boring and routine, 'cause that's when it bites you. 
 
    The thought seared into my mind as I dove back into the car, slamming the door as a huge dog that wasn't a dog came bounding out of the tent growling at us. It stood about three feet at the shoulder and if I'd seen it in the woods, I would have thought it was a werewolf. Even if they only existed in fiction, that's what I would have thought it was.  
 
    "Dahli, down. They're here to help George." The man who'd met us at the turn in yelled at the werewolf, Dahli, as it stood in front of Sam, growling loud enough that I could feel the vibrations in the car. Sam had his hand on his pistol, but there was no way to pull it before Dahli could have ripped out his throat. 
 
    "Dahli, I mean it. Or we'll just let George die like the idiot he is, then where will you be?" The man had gotten closer and had quit yelling. 
 
    The growling stopped and the dog—oddly it almost looked like a dog now—whined and went over to the man, collapsing at his feet, huge head on its just as huge forepaws. 
 
    "Ignore Dahli. She's George's familiar and is a bit protective. I swear if it wouldn't kill her, I'd kill him for causing her so much stress and worry." 
 
    Sam, whose face had gone pale, nodded. "In the tent?" 
 
    "Yep. Not sure why they sent the cops out for this, though." The man sounded bewildered as he crouched down and rubbed Dahli's ear with one hand. 
 
    "Standard protocol for drug overdose in a potentially dangerous situation," Sam said as he cautiously stuck his head in the tent, then backed out. "What'd he take?" 
 
    "Drug overdose? Take? Things really do get corrupted as it travels from person to person. George is diabetic. He took too much insulin. I've got him stable, but I can't do anything more without the right drugs. Normally he monitors it better, but he couldn't resist the cinnamon rolls this morning, then tried to balance it out. Took too much. Really need the bus here." 
 
    "Crap," Sam muttered and I opened the door cautiously, watching the not-dog as I did so. Sam jumped on the radio. "Escalate the bus to my location. Diabetic coma, not an OD." 
 
    I heard the response and went over. "Want me to get him out so they can help faster?" 
 
    "Yes, please." It only took a minute to pull the man out from the tent on his foam mat. Older, obviously overweight, with a spirit tattoo bright on his temple. The whine of the sirens coming up the drive let us know help was almost here. 
 
    "No, you can't go, Dahli. Let them take care of him. You freak out too many people." The man paused, looking at the dog and sighed. "Then next time be a cute cuddly cat or a Pomeranian, not something from most of our nightmares." 
 
    "I thought," I stopped myself from saying werewolf—barely—"Dahli was George's familiar." 
 
    The ambulance came and two people I didn't recognize jumped out, headed over, and immediately started working on George. I stayed out of the way, since I wasn't allowed to jump in and help no matter how much I kept running through all the procedures in my head for a person in a probable diabetic coma. They really shouldn't have gotten the call messed up. The time might make a difference in his survival but then again, mages tended to be tough. 
 
    "Oh, she is. But familiars can talk to anyone they want to. If they want to. That is usually the catch. They seem to find only their chosen mage worth talking to." 
 
    "They're intelligent?" 
 
    Dahli sniffed at me in a disparaging manner, but she kept her eyes on her mage, now being loaded onto a gurney. 
 
    "Very, but they aren't human, so their reactions and thoughts don't always make sense to us. Sometimes they freak us the fuck out." The man laughed, but his eyes tracked George. "What hospital will they take him to? He's got VA coverage, did his four years then another decade in the army." 
 
    "Kennestone," one of the paramedics said as they buttoned him up. He glanced at Dahli. "While she can come see him, it would be nice to wait until he's in a room." 
 
    "Thanks." The man stood and looked at us. "Thanks for the help, officer, ma'am." Then he walked away with the werewolf trailing after him, tail between her legs. 
 
    I didn't say anything until we were back on the road. "That was both more and less than what I expected it to be." 
 
    Sam laughed. "The BAM can be scary and a pain in the ass. But they aren't ronin. They are still subject to rules. They are just a pain in the ass because it's the equivalent of walking through a room of ticking bombs. You never know when one, none, or all of them might go off." 
 
    "Did you know the guy who waved us down?" 
 
    "Know him, not really. Know of him, yes. Name's Scott Randolph. He's an archmage. Started out as a research scientist for the DoD, he got re-tasked and did multiple tours as a Rogue Hunter. Tough man." Sam sounded almost admiring. 
 
    "Renegade group? That the group that goes after ronin?" 
 
    We headed out on one of the state routes, and I could see just the slightest hint of green on the trees. Spring was starting to creep in.  
 
    "The official name is Rogue Rapid Response Team, but Rogue Hunters is how most people know of them," he commented as he drove. We dropped the topic after that, getting distracted by a downed tree call. 
 
    The rest of the day faded into routine and I had come to cherish it. I talked to Sam a lot about the papers I wrote, and he gave me different viewpoints I'd never considered before. I found that I rather liked him as a friend. 
 
     When I got off work, Marisol waited in the parking lot. I saw her because she stood by her car and even from the door, I could see her rage. 
 
    Oh fudge, Jo must have told her. 
 
    I walked over, dreading an explosion. Jo took after her mother in being happy and easy going, until you crossed a line, at which point they both went nuclear. 
 
    "Hey Mrs. Guzman," I offered with a tentative smile hoping she'd correct me. Instead she went in for the kill. 
 
    "It is true? What Josefa said? They left you with a letter and some paltry money, disavowing you?" 
 
    I shoved my hands in my pocket staring at the ground. "Yes," the word came out. I was more upset about Marisol being upset than the Munroes walking away from me. The last thing I wanted was Marisol or Henri to start to hate me too. 
 
    There was a weird sound like she had started to say something. I hunched my shoulders as I tried to figure out a way to make it better.  
 
    "Cori, look at me." Her command caught me by surprise, and I looked up at her, then wanted to die when I realized Sam had come over too. "I am not mad at you. I am furious at those worthless people that gave birth to such a wonderful young woman, not at you. I should not have asked you that here. At your work. It was - rude of me. I'm sorry. I had just been stewing on it all day since Josefa told me this morning." 
 
    Marisol reached out and lifted up my chin, looking me in the eyes. "You are as much one of my children as my own. More, as I don't feel the urge to strangle you anywhere near as often. You never need to worry about calling or asking us for anything. Anything. Is that understood?" 
 
    I nodded a jerky nod, both happy and intimidated. Marisol Guzman in a rage was scary. I almost imagined I could see her magic crackling around her.  
 
    "But I have changed my mind about something." I froze, watching and waiting. Still too unsure to guess. "You may not call me Marisol. I know Mom might be too raw, too sore since yours was not a mother. Instead call me Tia, aunt. I will be your Tia and Henri your Tio." 
 
    The smile the spread across my face was so wide it hurt, and I didn't care. That felt right in a way I hadn't expected. 
 
    "Gladly, Tia." 
 
    "Good." She pulled me into a rough hug and kissed my forehead. "I expect you for dinner Friday." She pulled away and nodded at Sam. "Good evening, Samuel." 
 
    "Marisol," he replied. Neither of us said anything as she left.  
 
    "Do I want to know what that was?" 
 
    I smiled back at him. "Me finding my family." 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at me, then smiled. "Good. Come on. I'll give you a ride home. I have some thoughts on your paper about mage responsibilities and why it isn't always in the first responder's best interest to ask them for help." 
 
    "Oh good. I've been struggling with that." 
 
    "I figured. Your nature is to give when at all possible. You haven't learned to see from other viewpoints. Yet." 
 
    "You saying I'm naive?" That stung almost. I wasn't naive. A stab of pain flashed through my head and I winced, but it had already faded away.  
 
    Stupid headaches. 
 
    A screech from a hawk caught my attention and I looked up. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Sam do the same. The hawk had a snake at least four feet long in its claws and the snake was not happy about it. But what really caught my attention was the flying flash of green that darted in and attacked the hawk, which was why it had screeched.  
 
    The green darted back and forth until the hawk dropped the writhing snake. I couldn't see more than the colors and the movement, no details. The green flying snake, which really wasn't possible but I would have bet my entire paycheck that it was Elsba, darted in and grabbed it in its jaws. Then in a move I'd only seen in crocodiles on TV, she flipped the snake up and pulled it down into her gullet. In the time it took me to hiss out a startled breath, half the snake had gone down its throat. 
 
    "What by Merlin's Beard?" Sam hissed out. As I watched, the flying snake, ate the rest of the other snake. Then, with its belly obviously enlarged, it flew away. The hawk had disappeared. 
 
    I looked at Sam, who looked just as stunned as I felt. I shook my head. "Nope. Don't know. Not discussing. I didn't see anything or know anything." 
 
    Sam glanced back up at the disappearing green thing. "Agreed. I know nothing. College papers, let's discuss that." 
 
    The rest of the drive the two of us worked very, very, hard to pretend we'd seen nothing that might have qualified as watching a dragon eat a snake. Or maybe a wyvern. Either way, that way led madness. 
 
    The rest of the week didn't have any drama. Just the normal tickets and shoplifting calls. There was this feeling of impending doom that was a bit creepy, but nothing happened. No drama, just normalcy.  
 
    Waiting for something to happen was exhausting. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    The Empress's Handmaidens are what Japanese female magicians are called for Japan's version of the draft. While over the years the mandatory robes have faded down to just wearing a traditional kimono while working on behalf of the Empress, the mandate that all mages, even hedges have their faces tattooed has created an odd war of beauty clash within the Japanese youngsters.  There are two views, one that the tattoos should be highlighted with the use of make up to make them sparkle and snap, and others that they should be down played and treated as no more than an unfortunate birthmark. ~ History of Magic 
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    Okay, maybe I'm in danger of becoming an adrenaline addict. Or I'm just twisted. That could be it too. 
 
    I found myself sulking as I finished cleaning up Saturday at Grind Down. Nothing strange, or even odd had happened today. Well, I never saw Shay. That was odd and a bit disappointing, which confused me. Did I really need that much more drama in my life that I missed sparring with Shay? Or did it really prove I was more than a bit twisted, or Murphy cursed, whatever Shay meant by that?  
 
    Marisol had issued orders to me when she dropped by this morning. She expected me to show up after work. There would be dinner, talk about housing, and she would make sure I was doing okay. It felt very odd, but I enjoyed her caring. Besides, I hadn't had any downtime to spend with Jo for a while. Once the clean-up was done, I headed home, showered, then started walking. I'd see if I could talk Stinky into driving me home, but for now I enjoyed the long walk to stretch out legs that had stood all day. My thoughts wandered as I walked, mostly thinking about the police ride along. I wasn't hating it as much as I thought I would. The Criminal Justice Associated degree might end up being useful. 
 
    I saw her coming. I wasn't that lost in my thoughts, and the electric blue with green trim was impossible to miss as she came to a stop in front of me. Quiet roads in small towns did have advantages.  
 
    Jo pulled off her helmet, dark braided hair tumbling out in what I could recognize as sexy, but all it did was make me glad I didn't need to fight with combing it out. My own short bob was bad enough.  
 
    "Yo, Cori. Wanna ride?" 
 
    I didn't know how to answer her. Yes, it looked awesome. No way, we'd both die. 
 
    She grinned at me, reached into the saddle bag, and pulled out a helmet. "I got you something." She handed it to me, and my eyes suddenly got wet and I blinked rapidly. The helmet she held out to me was a deep ruby red, the color I always tried to get my hair, but the capper to everything was the Gothic print on the back that said 'Cori'.  
 
    "When?" I couldn't get anything else out. The cold air stung my face. 
 
    "Believe it or not, Stinky got it for you. Said you'd ride with me one way or another, so you might as well be safe." 
 
    I blurted out a laugh. "Remind me to thank him. For that I may need to start calling him Sanchez instead." 
 
    "Oh, don't do that. With your luck he'd develop a crush on you."  
 
    I rolled my eyes. Jo loved to tease me way too much about him. Mentioning that I thought he was cute when I was fourteen had nothing to do with how I felt about him now. 
 
    "Promise you'll drive"—I paused trying to figure out the right word to use—"conservatively?" 
 
    Jo laughed, her deep rich laugh as always making me feel wrapped in warmth. "I won't be reckless." She patted the tank of the bike. "Not risking my Sophia with any crazy driving."  
 
    I didn't even try not to grin at the name. I pulled on the helmet then climbed onto the back. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I leaned into her as she put her helmet back on.  
 
    "Hold on." Her muffled voice came through the helmet and I grinned to realize they had speakers so we could hear each other. 
 
    "I'm ready." I'd ridden occasionally with her and Paulo on his motorcycle. But it wasn't something I did often. Either way, I held on tighter than I probably needed to, but I knew how to lean and move as she revved it back up and turned the bike around. 
 
    True to her word, and I had seen Jo drive like she had a wasp's nest in her bra, she drove sedately. We didn't talk much, just enjoying the drive.  
 
    About a mile from her house, her sharp intake of breath had me jerking my head up to look. A deer had already reached the midpoint of the road by the time I saw it. 
 
    "Madre Dios!" Jo hissed and tried to turn the bike. The world slowed and I felt my skin burn as I broke out in a cold sweat.  
 
    The deer looked at us coming, Jo couldn't stop in the time we had, and the deer leapt up as if it thought it could escape by jumping over us. Jo cranked the handle and squeezed the brakes as we turned. The motion was too sharp, too fast, and in crystal clear time we spun too sharp as we lost traction on the wet March road. As we spun, the motorcycle slid underneath the belly of the deer, her hooves barely clearing Jo's helmet. The bike completed two full three-hundred-sixty-degree rotations, then stopped, facing the deer that stood there in the middle of the road looking at us. Then it calmly walked to the other side, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    "Holy…," Jo's voice trailed off as I held on. My fingers wouldn't unlock from around her waist. "Did that?" 
 
    "Yes," my voice squeaked out. I suddenly itched as if someone had brushed me raw.  
 
    "You okay?" She half turned in on her seat to look at me, but I knew all she could see was helmet. 
 
    "I'm fine. That was close. Too close." My voice shook and I fought to get my heart rate back to normal. 
 
    "Yes, it was," she muttered. Slowly she turned the bike around, and we finished the trip to her house at an even more sedate pace. I climbed off first, ecstatic to have both feet on stable ground. 
 
    Jo pulled off her helmet and hung it on the bike. I pulled mine off and tried to discretely shake it out—I could feel my scalp itching again—then I handed it to her. She was peering back down the road in the direction we had come. 
 
    "Cori, are you sure you aren't a mage?" Her voice stopped me, and I looked back at her. 
 
    Why in the world does everyone ask me that? 
 
    "You don't think I would have told you if I emerged?"  
 
    Jo frowned at me. "Of course, you would. But you know that not all emergences are big and splashy. What if you're a hedgie like Stinky? I think you should just get tested. It could be interesting." 
 
    I didn't roll my eyes, but I really wanted to. Time to change the subject. "What was it like? Getting tested, I mean." 
 
    "Weird." The answer was immediate and definite. 
 
    "Thank you so much for the illuminating answer. That explains everything," I replied deadpan, crossing my arms to look at her. 
 
    "What? I'm not sure how I was tested. It was weird." 
 
    "So tell me what they did." I paused, struck by a sudden thought. "Or are you not allowed to talk about it?"  
 
    "Huh? No. Or at least if I'm not supposed to talk about it, they forgot to tell me." Jo twisted one of the strands of hair in her fingers, an old nervous habit I hadn't seen in a while. "Come on out back and I'll try to tell you. Though it did blur a bit." 
 
    We headed to the backyard and she glared at the wet chairs, then sighed, dumped the standing water out of one and sat down. I copied her, ignoring the dampness on my rear as I sank into the chair. 
 
    "So, when I woke up, I was more than a bit confused, and even though I vaguely remembered you talking, I couldn't focus. They gave me some soda, the full sugar and caffeine version, and it helped. They explained I'd emerged, and I was there to be tested and registered. They gave me a bit to let it sink in, saying they couldn't force me." Jo snorted at that. "Yeah, like I wanted to go on the run. It took a bit for me to get clear headed and stable enough I could walk." 
 
    "Wait — stable? They said you weren't hurt." My heart rate ratcheted up with worry.  
 
    "I wasn't hurt, just—remember when we found that vape with pot in it stashed in Marco's bag?" 
 
    The change of topic took me a minute, but I nodded. He'd been playing with pot about two years ago and being the stupid eighteen-year-olds we were, we'd been unable to resist. "Yeah. Made your head go all fuzzy and everything just seem kind of off kilter." 
 
    "That's how I felt. From how calm they were, I get the feeling it is a common reaction. That took a good thirty minutes to wear off. But after that they had me step into this room. Kinda reminded me of the airport body scanners." 
 
    I nodded. We'd gone to Florida on a class trip to Disneyworld. They had scanned all of us in those weird things.  
 
    "Well it looked like that. I felt like things were pushing at me, like wind or pressure, but there wasn't anything there. Just me standing in a tube with invisible pressure. Was just odd. When I stepped out a woman smiled and said I was an archmage. She seemed overly happy. Me? I freaked out a bit at being such a high rank. But she just smiled, they have super fakey plastic smiles that were more creepy than anything else." Jo shivered. "Really fakey. Like they were painted on. But they waited until I calmed down and ushered me into a room. Another person stood there. And I should say every single person had mage tats on their faces. I don't think I've ever seen so many mages in one place before." 
 
    Jo jumped up from the chair, pacing, and rubbing her hands on her jeans. "So, this other room had three balls sitting on a table. One was smooth, ordered, like a round Rubix cube, the second prickly and jangly, like steel wire in a ball with yarn caught up in it. Then the third which was the one that I really didn't like, it looked like a crystal ball, but I swear there was something in it. They told me to pick the one that I liked the best. That was easy. I reached for the one with all the blocks." She smiled. "It reminded me of something soothing and orderly, like when you click that last puzzle piece in. Then they said room one and escorted me to another room. I still had no idea what was going on, so I followed." She wrinkled her nose. "I think they keep you off balance like that to ensure compliance." 
 
    I watched as she fell silent and paced more back and forth. "The fourth is both obvious and makes no sense at all. The had a series of blocks scattered on one table, a pile of earth in a sandbox, a fan on another table, and a then a bunch of growing crystals."  
 
    She didn't talk for a while staring up at the sky. "They tell you not to access your magic until you get into classes. Only the fact that I had parents that were both marked mages let me put school off until next semester. They really wanted me to go now." 
 
    "Why didn't you?" 
 
    Jo turned and looked at me, her eyes catching me. "I'd never leave you. And you need to finish school. I must have presented a convincing case." She shrugged. "The rest is kinda obvious and boring. The crystals called to me. I walked over and stroked them, and they changed direction following my touch. Then the fan turned and blew air at me. Last was the blocks. I just had to arrange them. I knew, just like I know how to put a motor back together."  
 
    They then announced my skills and let me talk to the tattoo artist and sign the draft paperwork." She shrugged and lifted her hand to touch the tattoo. It had healed nicely and the blue and green were pretty against her skin, the design of Pattern looking stylized. "So other than affinity, which could have been anything, I really don't know how they tested me." 
 
    A thought struck me. "Did you see a merlin while you were there?"  
 
    The question pulled her out of her thoughts, and she looked at me confused. "No, not that I remember, but I wasn't paying much attention to the tats only that they had them. Why?" 
 
    "No specific reason, but I wonder if mages put out a magic field they can sense." What I didn't say, I was wondering about Shay's odd comments. I couldn't be a mage. It made no sense. Or if I was, I was so useless as to not have power. "Doesn't matter. Come on. Your mom is staring out the door at us." 
 
    Jo turned to see Marisol standing there, looking worried. "She is a worry wart. But come on, I'm hungry. And remember, no mentioning that." 
 
    "Not a chance," I agreed. The last thing I wanted was to think about those breathless terrifying moments anymore. We headed into her home where warmth and love surrounded me, removing some of the stress. So much still loomed ahead I just needed to do my best and I'd make it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    Mages can determine what cells are used for spells. Hair and nails are the cheapest—great workings cost appendages. All-over sunburn is a hallmark of young users who haven't learned to direct the cost. Most at a magician rank and above can direct the cost without conscious effort. This is part of what you learn in school. It becomes automatic, knowing how much you will offer—the same way we learn to walk or run or drive, it quits being a conscious thing. Large scale offerings will often be planned. The sign of a mage missing a finger or something else often means they had to do a major offering, usually involving healing. ~ Magic Explained 
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    I got my paper done, nothing blew up, and even work was good. Maybe, just maybe, life is looking up. 
 
    I had sent my paper in the night before and even got to class a bit early. Monique just sneered at me and stomped by. I didn't even bother to let her know I'd noticed.  
 
    Though not seeing Shay at the Grind Down also meant I didn't see his weird friend. I had wanted to see Elsba again and try to decide if I had really seen her fight a hawk and eat a snake. 
 
    I wonder if that counts as cannibalism? 
 
    Waiting for class to start, I pulled up the syllabus and looked at the topic for today. I had reviewed them all at the beginning, but really didn't remember the order they were being presented. This one sounded either very interesting, or boring as all get out. Laws, social strictures, and warnings about unregistered mages. 
 
    Huh, didn't think you really could be. But then Sam mentioned the Rogue Team. I thought that was for mages who didn't want to serve. 
 
    The obvious hole in my logic made me glad no one could hear my thoughts. If you were never registered and were higher than a 4, well then you were rogue. But what did they expect us to do about that? 
 
    Bruce walked around handing out papers from last week. He didn't' say anything when he dropped the paper on my desk, but I grinned at the A+ written on it. The conversation with Sam had helped add some details to it. The bubbly feeling in my chest intensified. 
 
    "Decent job on the papers. Some of you are doing exactly what we hoped and are talking to the people mentoring you about these topics. Remember, they have been doing this a lot longer and don't have much of an optimistic attitude for the most part. This is a good thing. You want the cynical view. It will prepare you for what you see in the field. You can be positive however being falsely optimistic will get people hurt." 
 
    He turned and clicked on the projector. "Today we get to talk about what you are required to do if you come across an unregistered mage. Now we all know hedgemages are not required to register, though most of them are, just as a side effect of knowing what their rank is." 
 
    There was a murmur of huh's in the classroom, but this answer I had at least figured out.  
 
    Bruce shook his head. "If you get tested you get registered. The act of signing in registers you. The standard statistic is thirty-five percent of humanity are mages or at least have the ability to tap into magic. There are a great number of researchers that believe it is closer to seventy-five percent." 
 
    Another murmur went through the classroom and I frowned. That many people? But why didn't anyone talk about it or teach more magic stuff? 
 
    "The thought is most mages are hedgemages. They will probably never know they have magic. If they go to get tested, they are instantly registered, but if you never think you have magic…" Bruce shrugged. "So our current statistic stands. But the question is, 'What are you required to do?' When you get your EMT certification, part of that certification is agreeing to uphold the laws governing magic users. It is a carte blanche agreement, but it locks into upholding OMO regulations which say any mage over hedge must be registered." 
 
    "Okay. So how do I know the person next to me is a mage or not if they aren't registered?" I glanced to see who had said it, male I knew, but no one jumped out at me. I turned my attention back to Bruce. I wanted the answer to that question too.  
 
    Bruce gave a wicked smile. "And there is the question and the escape clause in most of this. It boils down to basic common sense. You see someone with no markings doing major magic and the offering isn't obvious or immediate, such as they go bald or sluice off multiple layers of skin, they probably need to be reported. And honestly, err on the side of caution. If you report someone who is a hedge and never got tested, or has registered, one of two things will happen. The OMO will run their name, verify their identity and say they are registered, thanks for checking. Or they will arrange to pick up the person—note this is their problem not yours—and have them tested. If they test out at the low rank, then they get registered, and gently pointed towards the hedgemage magic classes and it is done. How many of you know there are three aspects to registration?" 
 
    This time only two people raised their hand and I scrambled to try to remember. There was the obvious, the tattoos. Oh, that's right the OMO guy had mentioned a new id. But the third I couldn't think of. 
 
    "Marcy?" Bruce pointed to a woman who raised her hand. I'd talked to her a few times. In her late twenties, one kid, and… that's right her husband was a mage. 
 
    "Tattoo, driver's license is updated to show you are a mage, and mandatory draft enrollment." 
 
    Once she said that it was obvious. And I groaned at myself, annoyed at not thinking through all the complexities. 
 
    "Correct. Now when you test you are also registering, but really all it does is note that you tested and the outcome. Here's a fun question. How many of you know how testing is done?" 
 
    There were lots of exchanging glances and I frowned. Jo had told me easily enough, and it just seemed mostly silly more than anything else. Part of me doubted that was how they tested. It made more sense to have a merlin there with super magic sense. The rest would just be for show. 
 
    No one raised their hand and Bruce nodded. "Even mages who have been tested aren't sure. They know they are asked what pulls at them, and it is a weird selection of objects. But they never cast spells or even do anything. And if you ask two mages on the same day, the items they list are completely different. I'm sure the OMO knows how it is done, but they aren't saying. However, the testing is consistent in every country. And they never get different types of magic skills even if you are tested by different people in different countries. That being said, worst case is that a non, or low rank magic user is tested and let go. But if it is an unregistered mage, here is where it gets serious." His voice had flattened out and took on a serious note, his body stiffening. "If you have proof someone did magic and by your inactions allow an unregistered mage to injure someone and you do not report it, you will be considered an accessory to the crime as well as aiding and abetting. The worst thing that happens for reporting a mage is they waste a few hours. The worst thing for not reporting a mage is you will be enrolled in the draft, even if you don't have magic." 
 
    His words fell like lumps of sticky tar in the classroom. Splattering us and making us shift unconsciously as the reality of this settled in. 
 
    Fear gripped me and I worked it through logically. I had never emerged and after Jo's display, any emergence above a hedgemage would be obvious. I was just weird, as usual. 
 
    Bruce sighed. "Yes. It is taken seriously, though few magic users ever report anyone. Most feel they have done their duty by serving in the draft. And worst case, if they don't report someone, they serve a few more years. This is why the government leans so hard on non-magic users to report anyone suspected of being a high-ranking mage. If you don't think you can report someone, don't sign your certificates." 
 
    "It isn't fair we have to be stooges and turn people in if they don't want to serve," came a nasally protest from the classroom. This time I knew the voice. Monique Kinnison. She whined. All the time. And everything was unfair and stacked against her. I had to resist the desire to strangle her on a regular basis. 
 
    "That is a discussion for a philosophy classroom, not here. But I will ask you this, you really want a merlin running around without training? A merlin that can cause an earthquake at a ten or higher on the Richter scale without meaning to? Part of the mandatory registration is mandatory training." Bruce looked like he was about to say something else, but just shook his head. "So, just do yourself and everyone else a favor and report it. We tried to make it mandatory that all people taking this class went and got tested but that idea was shot down." 
 
    He clicked the next slide and we spent ten minutes going over the various laws that governed mages. One of the sub-bullet points caught my attention. 
 
    "What is that sub-clause about leniency granted for people under twenty-seven?" I asked, trying to figure out why there would be leniency after how harshly he had talked about unregistered mages. 
 
    "Ah, that applies more to self-reporting. Twenty-five is the latest age a mage has ever been recorded as emerging, so they added two years to it. And it has been made clear that not all people realize they did emerge if it happens while sick, intoxicated, or unconscious. So, there is a window where you can get tested years later when you figure out that you are a mage. Any high-rank mage self-reporting at thirty will suffer the consequences, which is doubling the draft for them. Personally, I disagree with that, but I don't make the laws." 
 
    "Consequences?" That was me again. 
 
    "The penalties for doing a crime are higher on a mage pretty much always. Simply because they are required to train to make sure they KNOW how to use their magic. That is what half of their classes are." 
 
    He got blank looks from me and I guess a bunch of others. "When you go in for the draft, AA is the least amount of education required. Bachelors is the most common, and masters and doctorates are encouraged at wizard and higher. You will always have a minor in mage studies. This teaches you how to do offerings that don't kill you, how to use the spells in each class, and how to live and deal with the draft. It is a lot of course work and more than one mage has gotten seriously hurt completing it. But for the most part, most mages you meet that are out of control will be during their emergence. That is where you contact the OMO as soon as you realize it is an emergence and have the ID of the person. If they are not seriously injured, which is rare, you transport them to the nearest OMO office or wherever they direct you." 
 
    "Emergences are not dangerous? The ones we saw on video were scary and people got hurt," Monique protested again.  
 
    Really, can't she learn to talk without whining? 
 
    Bruce waved his hand in a so-so motion. "Those were old, camera filming wasn't the greatest, and they were usually prisoners. Believe it or not, catching emergences is relatively rare. There are one or two good online videos of them, but how much was real versus excellent film editing is anyone's guess. In the twenty years I worked in the NYFD I only saw two mages die during emergence." 
 
    "See, they are dangerous," Monique said, her voice triumphant.  
 
    Bruce turned and just looked at her, and his look was so cutting I flinched back, though I had no sympathy for her. Monique paled and sank down further into her chair. I saw a hidden smirk on more than one face. She had not made herself well liked. 
 
    "As I was saying, I only saw two deaths. One was a young man who was working a summer job doing windows and emerged thirty stories up. He fell when he emerged and didn't survive the impact with the ground. The second was more tragic. A young mom, only twenty-two, with a one-year-old, emerged while driving across the Brooklyn bridge. Killed her, her daughter, and two other people in the car." He shrugged. "Most of the time it is weird and scary, but not really dangerous. Usually magic seems to sense that the people are not a threat." 
 
    A sudden evil smile flashed across his face. "Though there is one incident where the emergence did kill someone. Look up the Rachel Simons case. She emerged while an asshole was raping her. She drained all the water out of his body. So, I guess there are some examples of emergence being dangerous."  
 
    His grin was rather scary. I needed to learn to smile like that. It was intimidating. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    All colleges have a magic minor in the AA and BS degrees. Double majors are common at the archmage rank. Experienced teachers are sought after because you need to be an archmage or higher to teach some of the more nuanced aspects of magic. You are taught how to control, isolate the cells to offer, how to use the spells. Entire classes can be on a single spell. While it is possible to learn on your own, years of trial and error have found a solid understanding of physics, biology, and math is required to be effective. ~ Magic Explained 
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    This job goes from boring and nothing ever happens, to "Oh Merlin, I'm going to die in the next thirty seconds." If I make it through this without gray hair I'm going to be impressed. 
 
    Sam handed me the radio as he drove. "Radio in those call signs I taped there." He peered out the window again in the direction we were going, and you could see a fireball shooting into the sky. "We're going to need them." 
 
    A simple disturbance call, trouble at the fairgrounds. And when you started seeing lightning and fire when you were still twenty miles out, you know there was going to be a problem. For the first time in a very long time, I wished I was a mage. I also hoped I'd make it through the week. Dying like this would be a bit silly after everything else. 
 
    Holding onto to the handle near the roof I called it in. Stating all the right words. "Unit Edward Alpha headed to Rockway Fairgrounds. Disturbance reported at BAM site. Visual confirmation of large amounts of magic. Requesting back up. Specifically, Mike Three and Charlie Four. ETA to fairgrounds three minutes." My voice stayed calm and smooth and it dawned on me I wasn't scared. Exasperated, nervous, but not really scared. I played with that thought as we careened around corners. Maybe it meant I'd be a good cop after all. Or I had gone insane. Either one seemed likely. 
 
    The nearer we got, the weirder the air felt. I couldn't explain it, but it seemed similar to what it felt like when lightning was striking like crazy. Sam didn't seem to notice anything, so I just kept my mouth shut. I was all too aware that in many ways I was a liability for the department, and I didn't want to ruin the good relationship we had. Maybe that we had always had. 
 
    Siren screaming and lights flashing, Sam tore around the last corner before the straightway into the camping area of the fairgrounds. A huge, oddly straight, bolt of lightning hit the ground in what seemed like the middle of the camping area. 
 
    "Shit, shit, shit. Check with backup. Where are they?" 
 
    "This is Edward Alpha, where is our backup? The situation seems electric." I smirked to myself at my pun and Sam groaned, but didn't say anything. 
 
    "Edward Alpha, ETA on dispatched officers is four minutes," the sterile voice of the operator said. The 911 gals never sounded so robotic. I didn't know how they handled their dispatcher sounding like that. What was odd was that she had a super bubbly personality in person with a voice that expressed her current mood. 
 
    "Rodger." I released the mic button as Sam came to a stop where the road ended and tents and campers took over. The same man was standing there waiting for us. No huge not-dog by his side. I felt let down. I really wanted to see more familiars though I wasn't sure why. They'd never talk to a normal person.  
 
    Sam got out of the car, hand on his weapon as he scanned. "Randolph. We've got mage backup on the way." 
 
    I got out of the car, peering at the man. Scott Randolph looked so mad I was almost surprised he didn't have steam coming out of his ears. "Those gods be damned idiots. This is why mages don't drink, 'cause you get stupid. Leon thought his wife Julia was hitting on Ivan. And Ivan, that stupid braindead Cossack, thought Leon was dissing his girlfriend Carol. Now I've got a Fire mage throwing down against an Air mage. At the rate they're both going they'll be bald or dead. If they were just going to kill each other I wouldn't care, but you see that!" 
 
    As he said it, another bolt of lightning came searing through the air to impact with a boom that rattled my brain. The hair on my arms stood up with the energy in the air. 
 
    "Thought you were an Entropy archmage." 
 
    Scott started walking and we followed, getting closer to the commotion. I could hear whooping and hollering and men shouting. 
 
    "I'll sear all the hair off your damn head if you even look twice at my wife!" one man hollered. Old, older than Chief Amosen, he had long matted dreadlocks that looked like someone had chopped them off unevenly. With dark hair but pale skin, he almost glowed as he raised his hand and fire danced along his fingers. 
 
    "Like I'd want anything to do with that slut. Every man who's had her said she's a shitty ride," another man spat back. He stood in an easy pose, a big guy at least a few inches over six feet. His white blond hair and build screamed Slavic ancestry. 
 
    A woman sitting on the side sucked in a sharp breath and jumped to her feet. "Ivan, are you saying I suck in bed?" Her voice high and indignant and Scott groaned again. 
 
    "Shit. And she's been doing coke. Why do I hang with these idiots?" 
 
    I watched all this in disbelief as the one woman, Julia I guess, launched herself at Ivan. Another woman, Hispanic with half her head shaved interfered with her attack and they started rolling on the ground. 
 
    "See what you did? If my Julia gets hurt, I'll see how you taste roasted." 
 
    "Randolph, can't you stop them?" Sam hissed. 
 
    "I don't have the damn education to pull off that trick. Power sure, but I'd need to know exactly what I was doing for which molecules. My strengths are in Time and Water besides. I did all my education in theoretical physics and quarks. I don't have a damn idea what the alcohol molecule looks like, much less how to break it into harmless components." He glared at the people on lawn chairs watching all of this and drinking beer. I thought I even saw some people placing bets, but I must have been wrong about that. "You want them dead, that I'm very good at. I have lots of experience at that." 
 
    "Well, killing them might be an option," Sam muttered as another wave of fire burst out and I swore one of Fire mage's dreadlocks was shorter. 
 
    "Oh, Leon is still posturing. He'll have to get close to bald. My worry is if he gets pissed and starts boiling water his control sucks. He'll kill everyone in the area without realizing it. And I don't give a damn how good Ivan is, controlling lightning is chancy at best. If it goes sideways, he'll hit one of the RVs and we'll have a real explosion. Damn near about ready to shoot both of them, but then I'd have all of them after me." He waved at the crowd cheering them on. "I swear I'm raising all their dues next year and I'm pointing back to this incident when they whine." He flinched as a huge gust of wind toppled one of the tents. "And doubling their bail deposits." 
 
    I looked at him, completely lost. Everything he said raised more questions. I really wanted to talk to him and figure out what he meant. And maybe see Dahlia again. 
 
    "Can't blame you." Sam turned and I heard the sirens that must have grabbed his attention. "And here comes backup." Another shriek grabbed my attention and I spun as someone started batting out the lawn chair that had caught fire. The person spun—from this distance all I got was skinny with dark hair—and the earth under Ivan's feet wrenched open and he stumbled into it, cursing. 
 
    "Shit. This is what I was scared of. Why can't the idiots do pot? No one starts fights; all they do is talk about metaphysical crap and eat too much." The venom and stress in Scott's voice was stressing me out more than anything else. "I really hope your backup knows how to do crowd control over magical idiots." 
 
    I glanced at Sam, expecting a confident answer, but as he looked around, he just nodded. "Me too."  
 
    Running feet and clanking belts—I'd never realized how much noise the belts made when you ran—came up behind us, telling me who they had to be before I saw their faces.  
 
    A man with tight curly reddish-brown hair on skin that was a toss-up between an Americano and a latte, trotted over to us. On his other side, with a figure I knew Jo would have been drooling over, was a woman. She had to be at least six feet tall and was all muscles and curves. Her nose and straight black hair mixed with skin that reminded me of chestnut wood hinted at a Native American background. 
 
    "Oh good,” said Randolph. "Please tell me at least one of you can do something to stop this before it becomes a full-fledged riot? I can go in and kill them easily enough, but people get very upset when I do that unless sanctioned by the US government. And I don't see federal badges on any of you." 
 
    I made a mental note to research who the heck Scott Randolph was. 
 
    The two new cops glanced at him and then at the situation.  
 
    "How many people? Just the ones here, or are there others on the campground we need to worry about?" 
 
    Scott got a funny look on his face and took a half step back, which caused Sam to look stressed, which I found exceedingly odd. Weren't the cops on our side? 
 
    "No. Just the people here." He flinched as the tires on a RV seemed to dissolve as a woman continued to screech. More and more people were getting to their feet, anger radiating in their body language. 
 
    "Good, about what, twenty-five?" 
 
    "Roughly," Scott's voice was wary. "Psychic mage?" 
 
    Her grin held humor and maliciousness mixed together. "Archmage. You might want to get behind me." 
 
    "Move, Cori." Sam had grabbed my arm and was pulling me back. The other cop backed up too, but he didn't have the odd look on Scott's face. Scott's look was something between envy, respect, and fear. 
 
    "What is she going to do?" I asked as we backed up. 
 
    The woman turned and looked at me, and I swore I saw power glowing in her eyes. "I'm going to knock them all out. They'll have hangovers from hell in about an hour, but none of them will even be thinking about throwing spells." She turned back around, and I itched to grab her and make me understand. There was so much I didn't know. I needed to know more. The list of things to research got longer and longer. Maybe I needed to pay more attention to what mages could do. 
 
    "We should be safe here. Jada is good at this. Doubt it will even cost her a quarter inch of hair. I'm George Thompson, that's Jada Simons." George smiled at us as he talked, his gaze flicking over the three of us. 
 
    I gave him a smile but then my eyes were drawn back to her. For some reason I expected something showy and comic book worthy. Instead she closed her eyes and took a deep breath and then let it out. As she did people dropped like flies. One moment they were standing there yelling, the next they were crumpled on the ground. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" I asked, shocked. 
 
    George grinned, watching Jada. I didn't detect sex or lust in that look, just respect and admiration. "Psychic archmage. KO spell is something only they can use. It's devastating, but effective in small groups." 
 
    "That was small?" 
 
    "Merlins can do up to two hundred, but in full scale riots with thousands, it's useless. 'It's an excellent ability for a cop, 'cause it doesn't matter how much speed or booze you have in your system, you go down. Handy. Reduces shoot outs. Too bad it's limited to line of sight, but nothing's perfect." 
 
    I looked around, stunned at how something I was starting to think we wouldn't make out of alive had just ended so simply. "Yeah, impressive," I said still looking. 
 
    "Yeah, but he didn't tell you what else Psychic Mages can do." Randolph's tone was sour and he watched Jada with a look that told me he would trust a charging rhino before her. 
 
    "Believe me, sir, the last thing I want to do is read anyone's mind,” said Jada. "It is never pleasant, ever. Frankly, it is the skill I use the least. Truth, at least, is useful if not annoying. Do you know how frustrating it gets to get a constant feedback in social niceties? I can't shut the damn thing off." Jada glared at him as she spoke. "So put your prejudices away, unless you have something to hide." 
 
    "You know damn well everything I'm hiding isn't mine to say. And if you know who I am, you know you don't want to read my mind." He turned and looked at the unconscious group and the few coming in from further afield to look at the crumpled BAM members. "I swear, if any of them had actual planning abilities they might be dangerous. As it is, I'm stuck running an adult day care. Oh well, at least they pay me well. Now I'm going to dump all their booze and pretend I don't have a damn idea what happened to it. I hope the headache is hell." 
 
    "It should be. I added a bit of extra umph to it." 
 
    He gave her a long look then a sharp nod. "Good job. Send me the bill. I'll pay it." With that he walked away, collecting liquor bottles and dumping them on the ground as he went. Before he'd done more than a few the huge not-dog had joined him. I could hear low level murmuring from the people as they wrestled friends and loved ones up and away from the area. 
 
    "If only all of them were that easy. At least they aren't trying to knock over banks," George said with a laugh. "Need us for anything else, Clements?" 
 
    Sam shook his head. "Nah. Thanks. If I'd been stuck, things would have gotten messy.” 
 
    "You related to Samuel Clemens?" Jada asked and Sam groaned.  
 
    "No. My parents just had a very bad sense of humor, but I figure I got off lucky." 
 
    "Oh?" Jada had crossed her arms across her chest, looking down at him. She could really pull off the imposing warrior act. 
 
    "They named my brother Mark Twain Clements." 
 
    George and Jada choked then started to laugh. "I'll agree. Let us know if you need anything else, but we're more than ready to get back to Atlanta," George said with a wave as they headed back. "This place is too quiet for us." 
 
    We saw them off and I looked back at the quiet campsite. I'd always known mages could do amazing things, but I'd never realized how useful they could be for important stuff that didn't rate news stories and movies made about them. I'd have to remember that.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Emergence: Contrary to what most people thought about magic in the Middle Ages, where magic resided in the domain of women (generally crones), magic emergence tends to occur after the cessation of puberty. With the hormones in the body settling down into defined routes, it is then that if the person is so blessed, they will emerge. Most people admit that teenagers with magic would be hazardous at best. ~ Magic Explained 
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    Holy shit, I didn't realize this had been based on a real person. And I met him? Holy moly. And he was so contained. But now his comment about killing everyone makes sense.  
 
    I'd gotten to class early, so I took the time to look up Scott Randolph and almost dropped my phone. One of my favorite movies was The Rescue of Stranthorn. It had been an action adventure block buster and won two Oscars and multiple Golden Globes. The Oscars had been for Movie of the Year and Best Screenplay. As a teenager I'd watched it so many times I had entire sections of the movie memorized. It had also cemented in the public consciousness just how deadly a pissed off mage could be. 
 
    The incident had happened before I was born. A small mall, Stranthorn Park in upper New York, was taken over by magic extremists. They felt that mages should be the ruling class and were going to execute one person an hour until the US government was dissolved. There were twenty mages, all determined to make sure the world knew that mages would never be kept in servitude again. A researcher from a small lab was also caught in the hostage situation. Scott Randolph – though for the movie they had changed his name to Steve Randolph. After they killed the first person, he single-handedly went up against all twenty and killed them. In the movie they had killed five more people, but according to the news story it was only two more, though by the end of the movie the mall had all but been destroyed. 
 
    I tried to remember the various ways he had eliminated the bad guys, but in the movies it was always spectacular and visually stunning. The man I'd met seemed much more subtle. I quirked my head. In the movie he'd had a familiar. Digging back through I found it. He had one but it was killed in the battle. In the movie his familiar lived. In the movie it had been a beautiful dog, a husky or something like that. From the news story it had been much smaller with six legs, but still vaguely canine. 
 
    Ouch. Losing your familiar must hurt. 
 
    I didn't know much about the connection, but still anything like that would hurt. Wouldn't it? The rabbit hole of learning more about the man, and the trying to figure out why he was in Rockway, Georgia, beckoned but the door opened and Bruce came in.  
 
    He cleared his throat to grab everyone's attention. "We won't be in here today. Everyone to the practical labs. We are all going to take the CPR-BLS Healthcare provider exam, the cognitive Exam, and the Psychomotor exams. You must pass the test to graduate. But by taking it now, it will allow you to assist while riding in rigs during your last rotation instead of being dead weight. Your exam costs are covered as part of this program." 
 
    There were groans and grumbles, and a few panicked looks, but I grabbed my stuff and headed to the practical lab. This, at least, was useful. Maybe I could test first, but it was still hours of tests. Either way, no paper due next week. That made me happy. 
 
    They had a refresher available for the CPR aspect, but I knew I didn't need it. The CPR-BLS or Cardio- Pulmonary Resuscitation: Basic Life Support test itself I, at least, was ready to take immediately. I cranked through the practical and multiple choice aspects of the test to the beat of Staying Alive in the background. I'd never get the darn song out of my head now. 
 
    As soon as I'd cleared the CPR-BLS, I jumped on a computer and started the next one, the cognitive exam. I'd been studying the material for months. The better your scores were, the better your chance of getting a good job. And I needed this. Drug names were the hardest for me, but I'd been focusing on that via the practice tests. Psychomotor exams would be harder. They were done on a 'victim' and you were judged on how you did everything. It would help me to be sure I was ready for the ambulance ride along. 
 
    Five hours later I was done and had passed everything. I wanted to dance. I just needed to finish the course to get my EMT certification. 
 
    I walked out, one of the first people done, to glares of annoyance, especially Monique whose eyes radiated with hate I didn't understand. But I was just about dancing at my scores and the possibility of certification. If I applied when I got home, I'd be able to have my certification by the ride along. I had a bit more to get the paramedic certification, but step one was done. 
 
    The ringing of my cell phone pulled me out of my euphoria, and I didn't even glance at the phone just answered.  
 
    "This is Cori, successful passer of EMT exams." I expected it to be Jo, Molly, or maybe Kadia. And my joy had to be visible in my tone. I wanted to dance. 
 
    "Congratulations are in order then?" There was a question in Sam's voice.  
 
    "Yes, that is exactly what is in order. I got past the first hurdle. I can legally help now. And it justifies me getting paid!" That part almost had me shrieking. After everything, I could see a light at the end of this long journey. 
 
    "Well then, we will need to celebrate. But first, you interested in working today? Would mean you'd take off Friday. We could use the help." He didn't sound stressed and the BAM had left two days ago. I considered the offer. With no paper tonight I didn't have anything else to do except personal research and that was just to satisfy my curiosity. Maybe if I worked, I could ask him about Scott Randolph. 
 
    "Doing?" I at least wasn't going to sign up for anything truly awful. That question warred with the side of me that wanted to just say yes to the money aspect. But still ask questions, you never knew what people were trying to sign you up for.  
 
    I could hear his amusement as he responded. "What? Don't trust me? No worries, nothing drastic. There's a game at the stadium this afternoon and we're short officers to do security. With the manpower from Atlanta last week we had to return the favor this week. I could use someone else to do security checking: wanding people, checking bags, and acting as authority to campus security." 
 
    Laughter escaped me. "I'm supposed to act as authority to guys more than double my age and my weight?"  
 
    "You've got good instincts. You don't overreact. I really think you should become a cop, Cori. I'd have you in my car any day. But yes. You get authority, and an official police vest." He said the words like he was dangling a carrot under my nose. 
 
    "Sure, I can work." I looked around and shrugged. "I haven't actually left campus yet, so I don't have a uniform with me. " 
 
    "Okay. I can swing buy, pick you up and take you home then we can go to the stadium and get ready?" 
 
    "Oh, that would be great. Thanks." I told him where to pick me up and headed that direction. Fifteen minutes later I was in my apartment changing clothes. Ten minutes after that, having fortified myself with zapping a quesadilla Marisol had made for me, we were headed back to the college and the stadium.  
 
    I'd never been a sports person so in the few years I'd attended, I'd never been to the stadium. With all the game day flags flying and people milling, it held energy that was almost seductive. Even I felt the desire to be part of the excitement. 
 
    We parked and he grabbed a bag from his trunk. We headed to the stadium entrance, with me in an official police vest and my belt, but still no gun or taser. Part of me almost felt like a poser without them, but that wasn't something I had delusions about being able to use, though I had gotten much more comfortable around them.  
 
    "This is pretty easy. For the most part we are looking for weapons. We don't care about a pocket knife, but no guns or batons. Check coolers and bags for booze. Sodas are fine, and it if is a single beer or something, use your judgment. Mostly I'm concerned about the hard stuff. Let me know if you see anything that sets off your alarm bells and I'll handle it."  
 
    "Sounds easy enough." 
 
    "It should be. Good way to spend a nice spring day." Sam grinned as he said it and handed me a wand and a bunch of zip ties, just in case. 
 
    I was glad we were there early, as it gave me a chance to get into the groove of wanding and checking. The people coming in now were laid back, chattering about the game as they let me wand them and give cursory checks of their coolers. In the first hour I only had to confiscate one six pack of beer, which the person shrugged over and let go with grace, much to my relief. 
 
    The flow sped up as the crowds grew thicker. I had to concentrate to not get over complacent, which was tempting as more and more people showed up. People got a bit more annoyed at having to wait to be wanded, but it didn't upset me. I got really good at that look Laurel gave me, the officious "I can make you regret your decisions'" look. To my amazement it worked, though I caught Sam glancing at me and fighting back a smile more than once. 
 
    There was about fifteen minutes to the game start according to the start time being blared over the speaker system every five minutes. And really, they needed a better speaker system, the voice distortion was so bad I wasn't sure it was a human speaking.  
 
    A man approached mixed in with a herd of others. He was older than most of the people, but there were lots of parents and other relatives, so the age didn't make me look twice. I wanded him with fast efficient moves, and nothing pinged. I gave him my quick customer service smile. "Enjoy the game." 
 
    "Oh, I'll enjoy the reactions." 
 
    I froze, his words not stopping me so much as the tone and the sneer. Turning I followed him with my eyes as I held my hand up. His odd gait pulled at me. I'd seen lots of people over the years with various disabilities when it came to walking but his way of moving seemed wrong. 
 
    "Sam?" I said, leaning over a bit so he could hear me over the sounds of people around us. He looked up at me, raising his brows. I nodded at the man hobbling away. And "hobble” was the only way I could phrase it. "Something is off about him." 
 
    He followed my gaze, eyes narrowing. "I see it. Stay here." He headed after the man in a ground eating stride I didn't have the height or the weight to pull off. Some things just required a certain amount of physical mass, that I, at five-six and one twenty, just didn't have. 
 
    "Sir, can you halt a moment? I need to talk to you."  
 
    How Sam made his voice boom like that, I had no idea. But lots of people turned back to look at him, including the guy.  
 
    "Yes, you, sir." 
 
    The man started to run. But his odd gait made it so he didn't get very far before Sam was close enough to step in front of him. "Sir, can I see what is in your pants?" 
 
    "Fuck you. Fuck you and the rest of your mage-loving idiots. Everyone thinking the world is so good. Can't you see you're all slaves?" 
 
    Before Sam could stop him, not that I thought he had any idea what the man was about to do, he fell to his knees. Liquid shattered, soaking his pants. "I'll free you all." 
 
    "Get down!" The words tore from my throat before I could think. The ground underneath him split, causing him to fall forward as an explosion rocked me to the ground and blew Sam over. Nearby people screamed out as shards hit them, but the man lay still. 
 
    I climbed back to my feet and raced over to Sam, cursing myself softly at not having my med bag with me. He lay there shaking his head, eyes unfocused. I did a quick safety check on him, but other than some minor cuts he was fine but dazed. I checked him for a possible concussion, but his eyes dilated correctly, and he could answer my questions as he sat up slowly. 
 
    Verifying he was fine I headed over to the man, I didn't want to move him, but I needed to check his pulse. I reached down under his hair to check his pulse and got nothing.  
 
    "Sam, help me roll him over. I need to see the damage." I didn't see any flames, but the ground under my feet felt funny, crumbly almost. Sam got up and on three we carefully rolled him over. Gasps and the sounds of a few people heaving surrounded us at I stared at the man. Whatever he had strapped to his legs had blown down creating a crater underneath him. He'd obviously had more things strapped to his torso. His legs, pelvic area, and abdomen areas were messes of red gore. There was no chance of him surviving or even still being alive.  
 
    "I'd say he blew up all his chances at freeing anyone," I muttered.  
 
    Sam just glared at me as sirens approached our location. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Information rules the world, and the OMO is well aware of this. As one of the few independent agencies in the world, on par with the World Health Organization, their inner workings are shrouded in a great deal of secrecy. Only mages archmage or higher are ever hired there. They only contract with companies that agree to have all employees tested and only those with zero magic are allowed to work there in a service capacity. This is just proof they cannot be trusted. ~ Info on the Freedom from Magic website 
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    I'll be happy if I never see anything that gory again. 
 
    The images kept flashing in my mind, even by Saturday, as I wiped down the counter. Other cops had showed up, then Blaise, the medical examiner, but this time he had only enough time to cast a quick glance at me before he was pulled into the scene.  
 
    Was it a crime scene? Did that qualify? 
 
    I'd spent the next hour in a tent scratching my head until it bled. The pain had been a nice distraction from the memories. Too bad it didn't work now.  
 
    The rest of the crowd had been very subdued and our team losing didn't help. Either way I was glad to be home that evening.  
 
    To my relief, my second to last week of police duty went quietly. We agreed to let me have next Friday off, though Laurel reminded me to come and turn in my equipment that day. Either way, I'd get the luxury of sleeping in. I was looking forward to that. 
 
    No matter how hard I tried to focus on the upcoming practicals, or customers, or cleaning, the blasted images wouldn't leave my mind. Made it hard to eat and I really didn't need to lose any more weight. My clothes were falling off again. Thinking about it made me reach for another day-old muffin. I didn't really like the muffins, scones were better, but they almost never lasted to get old enough for me to justify eating. 
 
    The jangle of the door pulled me out of my thoughts. With a sense of relief, I'd even take Shay at that moment. Instead, I looked up into a green ribbon. 
 
    "Elsba!" I don't know why I said it or why I sounded so excited, but at least when I looked at the strange creature, I didn't see the remains of the man's body. I'd never even learned his name. 
 
    I shook myself and forced a smile. "Hi, what can I get you?" I managed through a force of effort to say it to the man she rode on, not to her. And I didn't understand why I thought of her riding him, not him holding her. I really needed a life that didn't involve dead bodies. 
 
    "I'm meeting a friend here, but I'll take a large mocha. And can I get Elsba a herbal tea, cool?"  
 
    That sounded reasonable to me, especially as I was pretty sure she ate mostly meat. "Sure. Is green tea okay?" 
 
    "Perfect." 
 
    Kadia was taking a break down at the bank dealing with some paperwork, so I made the drinks and walked them over to them. I'd poured the tea over ice then strained it into one of our larger cups, figuring it would be easier for her to drink out of. 
 
    "Thank you," he said as I set the drinks down. Elsba slithered off of him and I watched, fascinated. She had tiny hands that normally leaned up against her body. They looked like bird claws as she latched onto the rim of the cup and licked at the liquid.  
 
    The jangle of the door interrupted my fascinated focus, and I resented having to drag my eyes away, but froze as Scott Randolph walked in. 
 
    "You live here? In Rockway?" The words came out shocked, and I felt my face heat up. I had a sudden wish for the earth to open up and swallow me. For a second, in my embarrassment, I thought I felt the ground tremble, but that was just me being an idiot. I recovered with, "Hi, what can I get you?" 
 
    He'd paused just far enough in that the door had closed behind him and looked at me. "You were with Sam dealing with crap out at the fairgrounds. What are you doing working here? Police can't pay that little. And why aren't you marked?" 
 
    The questions threw me off my practiced patter and annoyance slipped out. "I'm not marked because I'm not a mage, duh. See the short hair and lack of tattoo? And I'm not a cop, I'm an intern. You noticed I didn't have a gun or badge? Or was that too subtle for you in your state of rage to catch? After all, you seemed more concerned about how to kill people than what the people there to help were doing." It wasn't exactly fair, but he'd annoyed me. What was it with people and marking? I was no more a mage than I was the president of the US, who couldn't be a magic user due to the twenty-eighth amendment. 
 
    Elsba's mage choked on a laugh. "You being a jerk again, Scott? Seems to me she isn't all that intimidated by the great Scott Randolph." 
 
    "Well I had to look up who he was, so not really." I was so lucky my nose wasn't growing from all the lying I was doing. "Besides the actor that played him was better looking." 
 
    At that the man at the table gave up and just laughed, Scott looked both embarrassed and annoyed, and finally sighed. "I'm sorry. I was being a jerk both times I met you. And I just assumed you were a mage, you-" he broke off and shook his head. "Never mind. I'm getting old. Too much time spent manipulating quarks." He dug into his pocket and pulled out a ten. "Could I get a large coffee with a splash of hazelnut in it? Please?"  
 
    "Sure." I took the money and went to make his drink, though I tried really hard to hear what they were talking about. But mostly the other guy just seemed to be teasing Scott. Even the familiar laughed at him. When I brought over the drink and set it down, I tried to give him the change.  
 
    "Keep it. You earned it." 
 
    "Thanks." I started to turn away, but the need to know once again was an urge I couldn't ignore. "If you don't mind, I would like to ask you a question." My voice came out more aggressive than I intended, but I held his gaze. 
 
    "As long as you don't want an autograph, go for it," he replied, his voice gruff. I watched his friend snicker and I swear Elsba was laughing too. 
 
    "Why would I want your autograph? I didn't even know you were a real person until this week."  
 
    "Merlin, I need to keep her around to burst your ego." I glanced at him, I really did need to figure out his name, but oh well. "Please ask, young lady. I'm ecstatic to see what you prick his self-inflated pride with next." 
 
    Scott shot his companion a dirty look, which only made the man laugh harder. Holding up his hand he offered it to me. "I'm Sloan Michaels. Long-time friend of this reprobate here. And you are?" 
 
    I fumbled for a minute, then shook it. People didn't usually introduce themselves so formally. "Oh, Cori Munroe. And reprobate? At first, I thought he was the head of a mage biker gang. Then I found out he was a scientist. Now I'm not sure what he is." I looked at Scott, head tilted. "What, or who are you?" 
 
    He glowered, but it didn't have much heat. "I don't usually have to justify my existence to wait staff." He paused and looked at me. "But I guess you aren't that." He frowned again peering at me. "You sure you're not a mage?" 
 
    I wanted to groan. This was getting old. "If I am, I'm barely a hedige as I'm not old enough to be a crone. I haven't emerged or experienced anything that might equate to emerging outside a sneezing fit. So yes." 
 
    "Huh. I'm probably just tired. Dealing with those idiots all week is exhausting." He narrowed his eyes at Sloan. "And don't get me started on you or that legless menace you seem to like." 
 
    Elsba just laughed at him, then went back to lapping at her tea. 
 
    "Oh sit. Your hovering over me doesn't help," he snapped, waving me to a seat. I looked around; the store was quiet, and Kadia would be back any moment, so I grabbed a chair and swung it over. "Not sure why I'm telling you all this, but might as well. Not like it's a big secret. Yes, I am, or was, a scientist. With a PhD in theoretical physics. The DoD had me working in a small lab on stuff for the space station. All hush-hush stuff, boring really, but being able to monitor and manipulate quarks to create some new elements was kinda cool. What that meant is I knew how to use my magic to move very small things and make very big differences with a minuscule offering." He stopped and looked at Sloan. "Tell her your degree." 
 
    Sloan laughed. "He just wants to put me in the spotlight. I'm a chiropractor by trade. But while I got the medical degree, I'm not good at the mental high-end stuff. If I can't see it, I can't manipulate it. Scott here can manipulate what he only thinks exists. I prefer bones and muscles. They're at least visible." He shrugged. "My draft was served doing basic clinic duty on a base in the middle east. Elsba loved it. The heat and lots of creatures to eat." 
 
    The creature nodded her head up and down. There was no escaping that was what she did. Me, I tried to resist scratching my head. It would wait until I could step out back and shed another layer of dandruff.  
 
    "So, working with imaginary particles gave you the knowledge of how to kill people?" I expected him to avoid the question or be obtuse. The movie and reports made it sound like he'd been very good at killing them. If it was a bit over the top in the movie, I blamed that on Hollywood. 
 
    Sloan choked on another laugh. Scott got a funny look in his eye and Sloan quit laughing, leaning back and holding his cup. "Do you know the real reason they require education for mages over hedgies, and try to encourage mages at any rank to attend the training classes?" Scott asked as he refocused on me. 
 
    I shrugged. "Control over mages."  
 
    They both barked out laughs that had no humor in them. 
 
    "Your cynicism isn't far wrong but that's only part of it. Magic is vast and we don't understand it all yet. Did you know that we theorize the emergence and the strange things that happen with it are your body instinctively learning how to make offerings, how to control what magic they have available to them?" 
 
    I shook my head mute, surprised by this idea.  
 
    "It's true. Do they still teach about the Age of Awakening in high school?" 
 
    "Sure. But it's only a month, mostly talking about the appearance of magic and all the mages that died trying to learn how to control it. There's lots of focus on the greats of that time. The people who worked out how to use it." I shrugged. "For the most part they expect us to memorize names. Who did what. Like Thomas Malthus and the conservation conversion of cellular energy to magical energy. Napoleon and the first Mage war. What battles he used them as shock troops."  
 
    Scott sneered. Or at least I think that was what it was. It sure wasn't a smile. "They don't mention all the people that died from mages playing with their new powers. It was a lot. Most mages only get the dark secrets if they go for their bachelors, then they are required to take the course. Write papers and learn just how horrible we were. It's one of the reasons every government in the world has such strict controls and the rules of using magic users in battles…" He trailed off and shook his head. "That doesn't matter. The answer to your question is you need to know how science works to use magic. A Fire mage doesn't just create flame, he actually speeds up molecules to make them burn. A Water mage has an affinity to the H2O molecule, but if they don't understand how it works, they can accidentally create H2O2 instead. Many have. It's why all mages have hard science degrees. The more you know the more dangerous and efficient you are." 
 
    Sloan sighed. "It's also why the government requires more draft service from merlins. It isn't so they can do awesome and great things." He waved one hand through the air in a flourish. "It's so they completely understand how easily they can kill or destroy without meaning to." His smile was bitter. "Welcome to the reality of being a mage." 
 
    That threw me and I leaned back, considering. The odd idea that maybe Stevie had been killed by a mage, a merlin, seeped into my head. The sound of the door opening and a customer coming in pulled me away for a bit.  
 
    When I had dealt with the customer and did a bit more cleaning up, I came back over. They didn't welcome me, but they didn't object when I sat down on the chair. "Okay. I can understand that. But what was the whole BAM thing? You aren't the leader of a biker gang?" 
 
    Sloan snickered, hiding his face in his coffee. Elsba had disappeared, probably under his coat. Was she cold or warm blooded? Or did that even apply to her? 
 
    Scott sighed. "I guess technically I am, maybe. More accurately, I'm the CEO and CFO. I try to keep them out of trouble, pay bail, hire lawyers, and occasionally manage to keep them from getting in major trouble. Really, they would have been better finding a spirit mage like that lady cop." He shrugged. "Most of them are people who did their time and came out scarred or broken and have a hard time with the day to day world. Some just are tired of the grind and walked away. The few that are really broken only rarely come in for the big events like that." He snorted. "They pay me good money to play babysitter a few times a year when there's any level of organized event." He cast me a sharp smile. "So, if I'm done baring my soul to you?" 
 
    I rose. "Sure. I was just curious. Thanks for answering. And I'm glad no one got seriously hurt the other night. We'll be closing in about an hour. Next drink is on me." I headed back to the counter wondering where in the world Kadia was as I finished stocking stuff. I needed to scratch my head like crazy and I didn't want to leave the counter uncovered. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    The twenty-eighth amendment limits the president to no more than two terms and prevents him from being any rank of mage. To even run for president, you must be tested by the OMO and they must verify you have no magical power. This was made necessary by the actions of Franklin D Roosevelt after it was found that he had read the minds of German officials, knew about the Holocaust, and purposefully hid the information as well as information that could have prevented Pearl Harbor. ~History of Magic 
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    This time the craziness didn't happen to or around me, but poor Kadia. 
 
    Lawrence called as I was about to shut down early and go find her. A trip to the bank should have taken her about fifteen minutes, but she'd been gone over an hour and a half before he called. Turns out she'd tripped walking out of the bank, twisted her knee, fell, and slammed her head into a column which had caused her to be so disoriented she started making crazy offerings and setting things on fire, like her clothes. It had taken EMT's to get her calmed down and sedated. Then they took her to the hospital to get her knee worked on. She'd be out for another week, then back with a brace. 
 
    Molly agreed to let me run the place myself, which suited me just fine. Carl and Lori made more work than they were worth. Besides, Sunday mornings were usually quiet.  
 
    I'd gotten tired of the normal fare on TV and had it playing old episodes of Law & Order: Mage Unit, which at least was never boring though surely most of it was an exaggeration of how powers worked. That, or they all had familiars and chests of genetic material. 
 
    The morning had been quiet, Sundays were, so I'd worked on studying for the practicals exam. The paramedic certification test would be the week after I graduated, but I'd gotten back the scores on the test for my EMT certification. I'd passed. Not perfect, but darn close. Meds were the only thing that I had trouble with, so I was going back over all the variations of meds and making sure I was good at spelling and pronouncing them. So many were so close that you needed to be careful. 
 
    I looked up, standing as I did so, to assist the next customer. When the chief stepped in with her husband behind her, I frowned.  
 
    "Morning Chief Amosen, Captain Martinez. What can I get you?" I knew what she would probably order but I didn't think the fire chief had ever come in. I'd seen him a few times, but I had no idea what he drank, if anything. 
 
    "My usual please, Cori. Martin, you want your hot chocolate?" 
 
    "Yes, with a shot of mint in it," he replied, his soft voice almost funny out of such a thick man. Where Laurel was all wiry muscle, Martin was only about two inches taller than her 5'7" but he was at least six inches wider, all muscle. I had no problems believing he could carry a man out of a burning building. 
 
    Laurel paid for the drinks and looked around the empty shop. At ten-thirty church was still in session. Most of the customers would show up around eleven and then I'd be busy until two, when I would shut down. At least working by myself the tips would be good.  
 
    "I was wondering if I could talk to you. Seems pretty quiet." 
 
    My stomach twisted hard into a knot, but I nodded. "Sure." She headed over to the table where her husband sat. Oddly enough it was the same one that Scott and Sloan had been at the other day. 
 
    I cleaned up from making the drinks and headed over, sinking into the chair. "If you're telling me I'm fired you could have just told me not to show up Monday." I tried to make it into a joke, but the churning I my stomach didn't let me make it as light-hearted as I tried.  
 
    "Do you really think I'd do that to you?" There might have been a note of hurt in her voice, but what did I know? 
 
    "Expecting the worst is easier than hoping for anything good," I observed, sidestepping answering her. 
 
    "True. But no. If you were interested in going through the police academy, I'd sponsor you. But now this is about Harold Court." 
 
    It took me a second to place him. It had been months ago, and I had managed to dismiss him from my mind. "The private investigator?" 
 
    "That's the one. A detective in New York following up passed on some more information. Something I felt you at least needed to know." 
 
    "Okay…" Was I interested? Worried? Apathetic? I really didn't know, but either way, I did want to hear the information. 
 
    "Apparently the search for Kory Monroe was his only open case. And it's a case that over ten investigative firms have taken on over the last eight years, all looking for a mage with a name similar to that. A Spirit merlin. They wouldn't give me details, but everyone seems to think it's very important this merlin is found." 
 
    "Huh. Okay. Sounds odd." I pointed back at the TV. "They never seem to have any trouble finding people. Heck, some of the Pattern mages can recreate an entire crime scene with an offering of a nail or two." 
 
    Laurel snorted. "Not quite that impressive but yes, missing persons usually don't stay missing unless they want to. Psychic and Pattern mages do manage to find people quickly. But either way, I wanted to let you know about their request. Note this is a request, not anything they can force you to do." 
 
    I looked at her confused.  
 
    What in the world is she talking about? 
 
    "They are requesting, whoever is hiring these mages, that anyone with a name even similar to that of Kory Monroe go in for mage testing if they haven't already." 
 
    "Huh? Why?" 
 
    She shrugged and her husband just looked vaguely amused. "I'm not sure, but there seem to be some pretty high-powered people behind the hiring of these PI's. I don't like giving in to the whims of powerful people for spurious reasons. You've never emerged, or at least not at a rank that either you or anyone else has noticed. And I understand not wanting to get on the government radar more than we already are. But I was obligated to inform you of their request." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Everyone lately keeps asking me to do this. I'm not a mage. Or if I am, I'm barely a hedge. No thanks. I think people test just because you get the education for free. I'm not high enough to qualify so why bother? Besides, I'll graduate soon. I'm almost there." 
 
    My skin all but crawled and I felt like I was having a panic attack as I fought to keep a straight face. 
 
    "I get that. So, I asked. You said no. It's done." She really didn't seem to mind, but the idea of government people having their fingers in my life freaked me out. 
 
    "And you really don't know why they're looking for this mage?" I didn't know why I asked. My eternal need to know why probably, but it didn't make sense. All mages were registered when they emerged. Why would someone not register? The consequences were bad. 
 
    Laurel sighed and peered into her coffee. Martin on the other hand seemed to smirk at his wife. He caught me giving him a look. 
 
    "I told her you'd want explanations. And it isn't a huge secret. Mostly I'm smirking 'cause now she has to make dinner tonight." 
 
    She huffed. "I should have known better. You've always wanted to know everything. Here's what I was told. A powerful merlin put out the call for this search right before he died. The mage supposedly had a huge emergence that was felt all the way to New York about oh, nine years ago around April." 
 
    I frowned at that and she must have seen it. 
 
    "Yeah, about the time Stevie died." 
 
    He was killed. 
 
    My mental rebuttal was instantaneous, but I didn't say it. I'd never wanted to face the possibility he died of natural causes. 
 
    "And yes, I thought about it. But neither of you were anywhere near finishing puberty. If I had to guess, you had just entered, and he would have soon enough." Laurel shook her head, not looking at me. I felt oddly grateful for that little bit of privacy. "Either way, the call went out for an emerged merlin. Apparently, there is a will and a fortune at stake. Even more documentation about how spirit magic works, and until this merlin is found, it's all locked away. Spirit's still one of the least understood branches. That's probably why they're asking this and grasping for any straw. But really, the person would be in their late twenties if not early thirties by now. Heck with a name like Kory it could be a male as well." 
 
    I nodded, feeling my tension drain from me a bit. It didn't make me happy. Too bad the name couldn't have been something like Gerald or Samantha.  
 
    Outside, there was a huge crack, the squeal of brakes, screams, and a loud bang even as my head began to itch like crazy and my energy depleted like someone had punctured a bag. 
 
    Laurel and Martin were up and running for the door. It took me a minute to stand up, the wave of dizziness making my knees wobble. I blinked it away reminding myself to eat better. I had food, good food in the fridge, and money to buy groceries. I really needed to quit skipping meals. It took another few seconds, but the dizzy faded and I followed them out the door.  
 
    The old Bartlett pear that stood near the intersection had snapped in half and fallen in front of a car. Laurel and her husband were talking to the people in the car.  
 
    How long did I sit here? 
 
    I watched for a few minutes, but no one was hurt and as soon as the EMTs got there and a squad car pulled up, Laurel and Martin headed back towards me.  
 
    "I told those blasted city planners Bartlett's are a safety risk. They're brittle and you never know when they're going to break. I wish we'd pull them all, but every time I suggest it, everyone whines. I win the lottery I'm donating the money and trees to replace all of them. Menaces, I tell you." Martin's voice carried clearly as they walked up to me. 
 
    "You okay, Cori?" Laurel asked. "You looked a bit gray when we ran out, and not too much better now." 
 
    "I'm fine. You and Molly are just working me to death." 
 
    She tilted her head looking at me. "This is what you want, right?" 
 
    "It is. A good degree. A way to make a solid living, and a backup plan. I'm good." I reassured her, nerves flashing through me again. I couldn't risk losing this. I was more than ready to graduate and start working for real. The internships had been more fun than I thought they would be. I had learned a lot. I'd be able to work with the police and medical personnel with a bit more clarity. 
 
    Huh - maybe the designers of this new course aren't as big a bunch of idiots as I thought. 
 
    "Good. Well, I'll see you in the morning. Last week. Let's hope it's quiet and uneventful." 
 
    "Always and never," I replied, a joke I was quickly learning that cops used. You always wanted to be bored and never were. 
 
    "Truth there." She paused looking back at the tree then at me and shook her head. "Never mind. Have a good rest of the weekend, Cori." 
 
    As soon as she and Martin had left, I locked the door and rushed to the restroom, glad for the lack of customers. My skin itched and when I pulled off my shirt, I found patchy spots of dried skin everywhere, peeling as if I had the world's worst sunburn. 
 
    I stared into the mirror. One of the first clues to an emergence was a sunburn all over the body, but even as I stared in the mirror, I didn't look red or burnt anywhere. My hair never seemed to grow, my eyes didn't look dilated and the patches of skin were in odd places. Nothing concrete. 
 
    See, stupid, you're not a mage. Even if you were, you'd be a terrible one. 
 
    Giving into the urge, I scratched my scalp, and ignored the fine white powder that drifted down. It felt so good to get it off. This time I managed to quit scratching before I drew blood. Glancing down, I saw the white all but disappeared on the tile floors. I heaved a sigh. That was why I usually did this outside. Not in any place I now needed to clean up. 
 
    Once back out in the main area I saw that more time had passed than I realized and I shrugged. Closing thirty minutes early wouldn't make a difference. I sent Molly a text and started closing up, making sure to vacuum and mop the restroom. It had been a long weekend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    The draft was put into place immediately after World War I. Education and control of mages was treated as mandatory by the US, and many other countries adopted some form of it. For mages, wizards, and archmages, they were required to get a college degree, then work in government service for one year for every year of college paid for. The average is a bachelor's and four years of service. ~ History of Magic 
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    If I strangle Monique, I wonder if people would donate money to get me out of jail? 
 
    Class on Monday sucked. From nine am to four pm we were in a morgue practicing medical techniques. I did great but was about to kill the others with their whining. Variations of "This is gross, who wants to work on dead bodies?", "Oh they stink" were solid for the entire time. Even Bruce looked ready to strangle a few of the students. Monique was the worst. Complaining about the smell, the stiffness of the flesh, that they were all old and ugly, and on and on.  
 
    My temper snapped. "Monique, suck it up or quit. If you can't handle doing this, I don't want you in the field where I might ever need you. There's the door, use it."  
 
    A whispered round of "yes, please", caused her to shut up, but the constant glares at Monique from the rest of class were just about as distracting. 
 
    Anatomy I had down cold, and I could slip a needle in without anyone realizing I had done it. Performing tracheotomies wasn't an issue. Mostly it was just the meds and making sure I had them all grouped together. And I had three more weeks of practicals. I wasn't sure everyone else would make it out alive. Monique, the rest of us might kill. And I didn't know who was going to strangle her, Bruce or my classmates. 
 
    Back at the police precinct Sam seemed preoccupied, but he said it wasn't anything, so I didn't push. Heck, for all I knew he was fighting with his girlfriend. The week sped by and to my delight and regret, it was quiet, nothing more exciting than one drunk and a fight at the shopping center. That incident and the aftermath reminded me why I never wanted to be popular. The popular girls' nails should be regarded as lethal weapons. 
 
    I couldn't figure out my disappointment as I walked in late Friday morning to return my belt, shirt, radio, and other supplies. Being a cop or even any sort of law enforcement had never been anything I'd thought about before this experience, but I had enjoyed this. The solidity of the law made a nice backdrop to lean against. To know what was and wasn't right, or legal, felt comforting. I had never realized how much I missed or needed it. 
 
    The desk person looked up as I buzzed in. I'd be giving up my card today too. That was another tiny cut in my soul I didn't want to look at too closely. 
 
    "Go on in. The chief asked you to head back to her office." 
 
    "Thanks," I replied, heading back. I had a whole day to myself. I tried to keep that in mind. A true day off. What did I want to do?  
 
    I knocked on the door to her office. She looked up and smiled as she saw me. 
 
    "Cori, come in, and take a seat. Sam will be here in a few minutes. You're early as always." 
 
    Worry churned in my gut as I sat. Someday maybe I'd quit expecting the worst, but I doubted it would be anytime soon. I sat gingerly, setting my uniform and equipment on her desk.  
 
    "Thanks." Laurel leaned back, lacing her fingers together and looking at me. "Tell me, what did you think about the experience?" 
 
    Oh, she just wants to get feedback. That I can do. 
 
    The relief that washed through me was ridiculous. I needed to get my worry in check. "Honestly, I had expected to hate this. Preconceived notions, I guess, but I enjoyed it more than I thought. I felt useless a bit too much, but there's more to law enforcement than just being a jerk." 
 
    A burst of laughter from behind me caused me to grin as Sam walked in. 
 
    "You trying to say I was a jerk?" 
 
    "Not now, but when I'd run into you prior? Sometimes." 
 
    "That was only because this young girl kept being in the middle of crime scenes or dangerous situations and it scared the hell out of me. Getting to know you has helped with that." He dropped a folder on the desk and nodded at the chief. 
 
    "You weren't useless. Having someone to call for help is always a good thing. We've done police explorers and ride along for civics classes for years, but we wanted to try this. Our rate of people quitting after less than a year as an officer has been over sixty percent. The common reason is that being an officer wasn't what they expected. It's part of the reason we had you write so many reports and fill out everything. We are trying to give people a real glimpse as to what it's like before the police academy. Do you think we succeeded?" 
 
    I leaned back to think about that. The boredom, the terror, the endless paperwork, but there had been parts I thought were neat. Parts that made the other parts worth putting up with. 
 
    "I think so, though voice-to-text software would make dealing with all the reports so much easier." 
 
    To my amusement Sam gave a little arm pump and Laurel sighed. "I'll take that under advisement. Thank you for that feedback. Your grade will be turned in to the college, but I'm giving you a 4.2 out of 4. You handled the incidents you found yourself in with poise and I want to make sure that is noted in your college record. And just to reiterate, Cori, if you ever want to apply for the police academy, I'll sponsor you. Hell, I want to sponsor you. I think you'd make a damn good cop. Put me down on your reference list for when you start job hunting." 
 
    "And me," Sam added, winking at me. 
 
    The smile that crossed my face almost hurt my cheeks. At this rate maybe I would be able to get the good job I needed and to live with Jo in Atlanta. Just knowing the chief of police thought I'd be good at any job helped a lot, but the glowing reference would help even more. I'd been worried about getting a good enough job as Marisol had narrowed it down to three apartments. Any of which would be incredible, and larger by at least twice than what I lived in now, but my portion of the rent would not be insignificant. 
 
    "But that brings us to the next part." Her words grabbed my stomach in a vise once more and I hated how I reacted to her. She was the one who told me Stevie was dead.  
 
    The memory slammed into me and everything snapped into place. I'd never remembered that before. 
 
    "You. You told me he was dead." I'm sure my words seemed to come out of nowhere, but they were said before I could think to control them. 
 
    Laurel blinked at me and then nodded slowly. "I did." She tilted her head, looking at me confused. 
 
    "There were parts of that day I've never remembered. That memory just coalesced into my mind. I think that's why I always expect the worst from you." 
 
    "Ah." There was a world of understanding in her tone and she did understand. I could see it in her eyes. Something in me healed as I realized what my issue with her was, and I relaxed. She'd already told me the worst thing in my life; nothing else would even begin to measure up. 
 
    "Well, what I want to give you now is nowhere near that traumatic. I know your parents sold the place and moved. The grapevine let me know they told you no contact with your brother." Laurel growled. "For the record, your parents are broken idiots, but as he is seven, I can't override their wishes and he is in a household that loves him. From what anyone can see, they dote on him." She shook her head. "But that doesn't mean I approve of what they did or how they reacted. So here." She handed me the folder. 
 
    "We decided you and Kristos should have options in the future," Sam said, his voice serious. "We'll let you know over the years if the information changes." 
 
    "The chief of police where they live is someone I know. We've worked together occasionally. He'll keep me informed." 
 
    With fingers that I couldn't stop from trembling, I opened the folder. There in black and white was their new address, who they worked for, where Kris went to school, and their phone numbers.  
 
    "When he turns sixteen, if you still want to make contact, we'll get him your phone number." Laurel's voice was soft as I tried to read the paper that blurred as I looked at it. No matter how much I blinked, it still remained blurry. 
 
    "I don't have words," I managed after staring at the information for too long. 
 
    They both grinned. "Don't worry about it. Regard it as an early birthday present. We have the information in the system and reminders on our calendars. Someday maybe you'll get to know your brother." 
 
    I nodded and carefully put the paper back in the folder, clutching it to my chest like it held all the answers to every question I'd ever asked.  
 
    Sam rose. "Come on. Today I'm buying you a coffee and then giving you a ride to anywhere you want." 
 
    He remained true to his word. He got me a large raspberry mint latte and then gave me a ride over to the Guzman's shop. He waved as he left, and I watched him go.  
 
    Why did I ever think he was a bit of a jerk?  
 
     I needed to remember to get to know people before I made judgments about them. Who they were was often different than who I thought they were. Yet another lesson I needed to learn. Life was full of them. 
 
    I headed into the garage. I saw Stinky and Paulo working, but didn't see Jo immediately. With a shrug I headed into the office. Henri looked up from the desk and gave me a smile.  
 
    "Cori. What brings you here today?" 
 
    I ran his tone through my head, but all I got was a bit of worry, which made sense as I could count on two hands how many times I'd shown up at the shop in the middle of the work day.  
 
    "I've got the day off and was wondering if I could steal Jo for the day. Maybe go shopping or figure out how to survive Tia?" Calling Marisol aunt for the first time felt right and wrong at the same time.  
 
    "Wanting a chance to go play hooky and enjoy being young?" His voice held humor and affection. "It's good to enjoy being young. You are both too serious for your age." He looked down at the schedule and nodded. "She needs to finish up the oil change and tire rotation she is working on, but our schedule is light. And I need to get used to not having her here in a month or two anyhow. Go on back and let her know. You two girls have a good afternoon. To live. You don't do enough of it." 
 
    "Thanks, Henri."  
 
    "Cori." His voice stopped me, and I turned to look at him. "Marisol is Tia. I am Tio."  
 
    I ducked my head feeling my face heat, then I lifted it back up. I refused to be ashamed for being loved. Maybe my parents hadn't been able to get past it, but others thought I was worthy. "Thank you, Tio." The word rolled off my tongue and he winked at me. 
 
    "Now go. Enjoy."  
 
    I headed back with a spring in my step. Twenty minutes later we were on the back of Jo's bike and headed out of town. There was a nice place by the lake that we wanted to visit, and we grabbed sandwiches from Publix on the way out. An hour later we sat on the picnic table looking at the water of Lake Allatoona. 
 
    "Chief Amosen really said that? That she thought you'd be a good cop?" Jo had finished her sandwich way faster than I had. 
 
    "Yes," I mumbled around a mouthful of food. I forced down a swallow and continued. "But she also thought I should get tested." 
 
    "Yes! Way to go, Chief!" Jo did a little hip wiggle of joy. "When are you going?" 
 
    I groaned. "I'm not. Why does everyone want me to get tested?" It was a whine, I know it was a whine, but I was so tired of people wanting me to go waste my time and my hopes on getting tested. 
 
    Jo glanced at me then out towards the lake, her face serious. "I just think weird stuff happens around you. A little too much. Maybe you are a mage and if you get tested you get access to classes." 
 
    "Jo-jo-" 
 
    She interrupted me. "No, I'm serious. You took all the classes. You know the consequences of being an unregistered." Her voice was heavy with worry. 
 
    "Yes, for magician rank or higher. I've never emerged. And given what you went through and the few videos I've seen, it would be noticeable if I came in at a significant rank. You know I've always had the weirdness. So it can't be that I'm a mage." 
 
    She chewed on her lip, her body hunched as she looked at the sparkling water, the sun creating spikes of light across it. "So, just do it. Then you'll know." 
 
    "Know what? That it is another thing I'm a failure at? Prove to myself there is one more thing that I'll never be. I can't be a good daughter. I'm not date worthy, hell I still can't figure out if I even like boys, girls, both, or neither. I'm a hazard to the people around me. And you want me to prove once and for all that I'm such a low mage that I can't even do anything useful with it? I don't need any more proof of how much a failure I am." Bitterness leaked out, coating my words and I winced at how it sounded. I sunk further into my jacket, shoulders hunched, ashamed at what I had revealed.  
 
    "Corisande!" Jo almost yelled the word as she jumped off the table and faced me. "Your parents are idiots. You're not a failure. You've taken care of yourself for years. You've created a career for yourself. You paid for school by working hard and doing it slowly. You have the respect of the police chief. My parents love you like you're one of their own. You are driven, creative, caring, and all you do is try to help others. I never want you to think that. You are my best friend. You're sexy as hell, cute, and anyone - male or female - would be lucky to get you. Never forget that. EVER!"  
 
    She yanked me off the picnic table and pulled me into a hug so tight it almost hurt. But it felt so good I never wanted it to end.  
 
    "You are my best friend. Never forget that," Jo murmured as she held me tight.  
 
    I sank into her arms and for a few moments I pushed everything away and just reveled in being loved for being me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    The wise man treads carefully around dragons and mages. Both are touchy and can kill you with little effort. ~ Chinese proverb 
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    I really wish I could fall in love with Jo, she'd be like the best girlfriend ever. 
 
    After the emotional scene at the lake, Jo and I spent the weekend hanging out, going to different places after I got off work. Molly kicked me out at noon each day, giving us the time to go and enjoy the area. We took an afternoon trip to Helen, Georgia, where she delighted in making everyone think we were lovers. I played along because it amused me, though even with Jo pointing out men and women to me I didn't get that thrill of interest she talked about. I could see they were cute, or sexy, but I was more drawn to boots way out of my price range or to the chocolate that made both Jo and me moan. When she declared it was better than sex, I figured I could just live with chocolate then. It seemed like less effort.  
 
    Overall, it was the best weekend I'd had in years. All my papers were done. The last few weeks were in-depth practicals, application usage, and then tests. And Tuesday my EMT rotation started. I would be working as an EMT. I'd received my certification that Monday at the end of class. About half of us had passed the first test. Bruce chewed on those who had failed it, including Monique.  
 
    I had to resist smirking as he did that. Some days I was a not very nice person. Mostly I had my sights set on Tuesday and my first day in my chosen profession.  
 
    The night before I tossed and turned, haunted by dreams of me failing, or worse, hating every moment of it. By the time I woke in the morning I felt like I could have just stayed up all night and been more rested. It wasn't a good way to start the first day on the job.  
 
    As I trudged to the bus stop, clinging to my coffee as if it was a life line, with the heavy med bag dragging me down, I mused that at least I was getting good at first days on the job. A figure stood waiting at my stop, which surprised me. Usually I was the only one there, but then it had been a few weeks since I rode the bus on a Tuesday. The police had been close enough to not need the bus.  
 
    The person turned and looked at me as I approached, the bright red of his hair peeking out from under the hat. The April air was still chilly in the morning, but the glimpse of red was all I needed. 
 
    "Morning, Shay." He grunted at me but didn't look away. "What?" I asked after a minute of his intense stare. 
 
    "You will need to make choices soon. But you have time. Hopefully, we have time for you to learn enough to make the right choice for all of us." 
 
    "Huh? Shay, what are you talking about?" 
 
    He sighed and shrugged. "Possibilities, probabilities, options, paths. The future is less clear than the past, and you are confusing. Sensing has never been something I was good at and you are cloaked in swirls and eddies that confuse and mislead, but Elsba is never wrong. Besides, if I'm wrong, the cost is low. If I'm right and you are the point, the cost is high. Twists and turns, choices and decisions, everything flows and nothing is certain. Emergences to be and those that have been are shifting points." 
 
    I stared at him. Out of everything he had said the only thing that actually made any sense to me was Elsba. Lack of sleep, not enough coffee, and stress about the day, drove my tongue. 
 
    "Shay, the snake makes more sense than you do. Maybe you should learn how to speak English before you go and confuse people with meaningless words." 
 
    He growled and muttered something that I really didn't understand. Long liquid sounds that changed into short harsh sounds. 
 
    "And now you're cursing me in tongues? Because if that is something I'm supposed to understand, I don't." 
 
    Shay looked up to the sky—it was looking like it might be a gorgeous morning.  
 
    "Corisande, never change who you are. Your very being you is all that can be asked. Hold on to that. What others expect is not your problem." The rumble of an engine interrupted him, but as the bus pulled up, he cast me a quick smile. "Jo is true. When all else falls at your feet, she will never falter. Her nature is to assist, her heart is yours." 
 
    I didn't have a chance to ask anything else. He climbed up into the bus and I followed hurriedly, but it was full enough that I couldn't sit near him, which I think he planned on purpose. Sitting in the back I sighed, annoyed and confused by his random words. 
 
    A merlin talks to me and all I get is weird comments and attitude. Or statements of the obvious. Yes, Jo is true. But I don't plan on falling so far that I need to lean on her. Ugh. As always, my best path is to ignore him. 
 
    To my surprise, the distraction of Shay's words made my stress over the day disappear. When I disembarked from the bus and headed to the fire station where Sally was stationed, all I had was curiosity about the day ahead. Maybe his reminder that Jo would always be there made the difference, though we did need to find her a girlfriend everyone liked. Otherwise, her serial dating might drive us all crazy. 
 
    Sally had told me to go into the bays—they'd probably be open—and stick my head into the area. Someone would be up and around. I didn't even need to do that. Martin stood there, cleaning the windshield on one of the fire trucks as I walked in. 
 
    "Cori, morning. Come on in. I've got paperwork for you to sign then we'll track down Sally." 
 
    I mock groaned. "At this point I'm pretty sure I've signed my soul away. Question, who is going to get it? You or Laurel?" 
 
    Martin flashed a smile at me. "We're still trying to decide. I keep pointing out she has more opportunity to get souls than I do, so I should get you. Beside I've got you last." 
 
    I laughed, shaking my head. "Not sure I'm worth that much. One beat up soul? You may want to hold out for a better offer." 
 
    "Pfft. I think I could get a great deal of use out of you. Trade it for magic favors." 
 
    I burst out laughing as I followed him into the office. "I can see there is much about magic I didn't know if they are offering favors for souls." 
 
    "Hey, dark alleys and shifty ronin—surely I can swing something." He winked as he sat down at the desk and handed me the paperwork. "I'd trade almost anything for someone else to do paperwork for me." 
 
    I looked at the pile and sighed. "Yes. I've decided that hell would be making people fill out paperwork for all eternity." 
 
    He winced. "That does sound very cruel, but this, at least, you can convince yourself is necessary." 
 
    "Uh huh," I said unconvinced. I picked up the pen and started reading and signing. But it really wasn't anything that I hadn't already signed before. Mostly disclaimers, privacy, acknowledgment of rules and regulations. I paused when I got to the last few pages, the signed stack flipped over on my left. 
 
    "Sir? What is this?" I held out the pages to him. 
 
    Martin arched an eyebrow at me, I knew it was at the "sir”, but he looked at the papers. 
 
    "Oh, standard paperwork for a short-term contractor. We are working through an agency. We got all your paperwork and test exams, so that is the W-2 and everything. 'They'll take out taxes, etcetera. And this lets you work overtime if needed without having to change your hours." He flashed me a smug grin. "Welcome to the wonderful world of working for the county as a first responder." 
 
    I stared at the employment contract and the hourly wage. "Meaning if I sign this, I get paid as an EMT level one, and this company can place me other places if I don't get a job? I can float as a fill-in?" 
 
    "Yep. We figured for a lot of you, companies don't always want to hire people with shiny new licenses, but if you have some experience and get good reviews, it makes getting a job a bit easier. Doesn't pay as much as a full-time employee, but even working a few days a week should make it possible for you to pay rent. Even in Atlanta." I caught his smile as he turned away.  
 
    I refused to start my first day of work crying like a silly child. The dollar amount sitting there would ensure I had time to job hunt. At the rate they were paying me, I'd be able to really buy new furniture and find a job I wanted. I had to fight to blink away tears. The town I had been trying so hard to get away from turned out to have been supporting me more than I ever realized. For the first time I wondered if maybe I could come back here. 
 
    "Cori?" 
 
    I lifted my head to see Martin looking at me.  
 
    "We want you to spread your wings and fly. You've never let anything stop you. Go, explore the world out there." 
 
    I sniffed hard and finished signing the papers. I didn't say anything as I handed the bureaucratic stuff to him. My face said it all. 
 
    "Go on. Through that door. She should be in the day room. She's got a kit for you, and you have your bag?" It was a redundant question as it lay next to my feet. But I stood, grabbing it. 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "Good. Have a great experience, Cori." His words followed me, making me smile, though not really with humor. My experiences were rarely great. Often crazy and stressful, sometimes entertaining, but rarely great. 
 
    His office had three doors and was a big open room. One door led into the bay where I'd met him. Glancing through the other I saw a big country style kitchen. I went to the right and found a living room-like area but with tables to work at as well as a TV and couches, and what looked like multiple video game consoles.  
 
    Sally stood at one of the tables, a bag similar to mine spread out right where he said she would be. She looked up as I walked in. "Hey, Cori. Congrats on the exam. That was a great score." 
 
    "You saw it?" By some miracle my voice didn't squeak—I counted that as a win. I looked around the room, not seeing anyone else in it, but the ambulance, paramedic truck, and both fire trucks were present in the bay. 
 
    "Yep. Was sent to us as we're your sponsors for this round. I wasn't surprised at all." She had a smug smile on her face. 
 
    "Were certain people surprised?" I had a feeling there was more to her expression than just being sponsors.  
 
    "Oh, Jeff might have lost some money to me." Her smug look grew brighter if possible.  
 
    I looked around, unsure what to do. "Where is everyone?" 
 
    "The boys are working out. Kat and J are sleeping. Come on. Set your bag up here and we'll go through it. The way they ship it is almost useless for when you really need stuff and if you go with the default layout, you'll spend way too much time digging through it. Did you remember to fill out your voucher?" 
 
    I looked at her not understanding what she was talking about. 
 
    "For your bag?" 
 
    "It was part of my required school supplies." I suddenly wasn't sure. Had I missed something? I'd never been sure why they wanted us to get it especially if we had to use it—it was a lot of money to spend to have to constantly refill. I didn't think you were supposed to spend your own money to do that, but what did I know?  
 
    Sally looked at me surprised. "Didn't they explain it? It was supposed to be on the curriculum." 
 
    "No?" I racked my brain, frantically trying to think if I'd missed something. But other than required equipment, Bruce hadn't mentioned it. 
 
    Sally groaned, pulled out her phone, and typed something on it. "There. I made myself a note to follow up on that aspect of class. Those things are too bloody expensive to expect people to pay for them out of their own pockets." 
 
    My confusion must have shown on my face. "No worries. Come on, set it up here." She patted the table she had her own bag set on, all torn apart. 
 
    I hefted it up there and she looked at me. "Let's get you dressed, then I'll explain. Come on and I'll give you the two-cent tour." We stuck our heads into the fitness room, waved at the men, and walked into the dorms. They had three sets of bunk beds that reminded me of old movies and Pullman cars. Each bed had a curtain you could pull across it, making a little cocoon for yourself. 
 
    "Here's your locker. " My name C Munroe had been written on it, right next to S Chang. She opened the one with my name and pulled out a jumpsuit in bright red with yellow fluorescent tape down the sides. Two more lay in the locker, waiting to be needed. "Not the most flattering things ever, but you'll be amazed at how warm they keep you and that they ignore most damage and soiling. If something actually stains this stuff, it probably would have left burn marks on your skin." She glanced at my boots, the ones I had bought in Helen, not the ones I had actually lusted over but the practical boots that should serve me for a year or two. 
 
    "Yep those will do. Usually I wear leggings and a tank top under this and keep a few in the locker just in case. Colder weather, it's a turtleneck. We don't have as stringent rules as some of the bigger cities. Here, wear the jumpsuit and you're good." 
 
    I took the suit and disappeared into the bathroom. There was a full shower and a toilet, along with a pile of huge fluffy towels. I changed quickly and made a mental note to buy some leggings asap. They weren't what I normally wore, but I could see how much more comfortable they would be than the slacks I wore right now. 
 
    When I stepped out of the bathroom Sally stood there, waiting for me. "Good. They fit. They'll deduct them from your paycheck, but you can keep those. Now let's go look at your bag." She spoke as we walked back into the day room. 
 
    "This is my backup bag, it's an excellent chance to show you what they were supposed to talk about." 
 
    "Ambulance Rockway Three, collapse at Third and Main. Please respond." The disjointed voice blared over the speakers and Sally flashed me a smile.  
 
    "Too late. Let's go." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    Offerings are mysterious and simple at the same time. All magic must be fueled by genetic material of the mage. While living cells can be offered, the most common are nails, hair, and external skin cells. There are numerous mages who use blood to offer as it is easily replenished. If you have a familiar, you have the ability to use genetic material not attached to you. It is interesting that blood, if it is still ''"alive”, does not need to be attached to the mage. ~ Magic Explained 
 
    [image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
    I really am certifiable, but since Sally is just as wired as me, I guess I'm in good company. 
 
    Sally had taken off at a run and I followed her, leaving the bag there when she shook her head as I started to reach for it. I jumped into the passenger side of the ambulance even as the big garage door slid up. 
 
    "Pay attention. This will be your job on the next run," she said. 
 
    I nodded, but she wasn't paying attention as she buckled in. She started the engine and picked up the radio all in less than fifteen seconds. 
 
    "Rockway Three, over. In route, details requested." 
 
    A laptop sat there, and she flipped it open as she started out of the garage. The app popped open and details appeared. "Take notes as they talk. You'll see, this should be like the stuff you've seen in class?" Her voice ended in a question and my heart seized. 
 
    I glanced at the laptop and saw with relief it was exactly like one of the apps they'd had us practice with last week. I knew this software. 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    She flipped on the sirens and tore out of the driveway and down the street. As the radio squawked, I recorded the information. 
 
    "Male, approximate age mid-thirties, collapsed walking out of the supermarket. Manager is waiting. Male is breathing but unresponsive. What's your ETA?" The dispatcher was talking so fast I could barely keep up. I glanced at Sally. 
 
    "Under three minutes," she responded, not looking at me but the traffic.  
 
    I repeated the information into the radio. There wasn't anything else for me to do. "How do you know where you're going?" 
 
    "There's a GPS there," she nodded at a part of the dashboard I hadn't paid much attention to. "But Jeff and I spend a lot of time memorizing maps. We make a game of it, blocking streets and providing addresses and we have to get there without looking at a map. Granted Rockway is pretty small, but in the big cities it's even more important. You need to know the roads if you're the driver. Freeways can be shut down and in bad weather roads might be closed. Always take time to study maps. You never know when it might be important. GPS isn't always there."  
 
    The vehicle slowed as she turned into the parking lot of a Food Depot. "Follow my lead. I would have preferred to go through this a few times, but I have faith." 
 
    I kept my self-doubts to myself, instead I jumped out after her once the bus stopped. Getting the gurney out of the back proved to be more complicated than I thought, but Sally didn't seem upset as we got it out. I would absolutely be practicing that. It looked like it might eat my fingers if I wasn't careful. 
 
    She grabbed a bag and threw it on the gurney then headed over. Three people were standing around the man lying on the ground.  
 
    "Cori, go start basic assessment." She handed me a stethoscope, flashlight, and blood pressure monitor. 
 
    I nodded, grabbing what she handed me, and knelt by the man's other side as she started asking questions and taking notes.  
 
    I listened to his chest, the heartbeat steady. His blood pressure was a bit high at 132/85, but nothing alarming. I peeled back his right eyelid. A blue iris appeared. The pupil contracted as I shone the light into it. I then peeled back the second one. The wide pupil told me what was wrong before I even flashed the light across his eye. 
 
    "Sally?" She paused in what she was doing to look at me. "Breathing steady, BPM is 132/85, but his left pupil is blown and unresponsive." 
 
    "Pain stimulus?" she snapped out, but I was already doing it. A sharp hard knuckle to the sternum usually roused response from even unconscious people. 
 
    "Negative." 
 
    I didn't hear her curse as much as sense it. She jotted something down quickly and stood up. "We need to get him to the hospital asap." It took a bit—we needed to practice moving unresponsive people onto the gurney, especially when neither of us weighed more than a hundred fifty pounds.  
 
    But we got him strapped in and in the bus. "Stay back here, hook him up to the monitors. I'm going in hot." 
 
    I gave her a look—if I was right about what had happened, he was already dead. But I said nothing, instead hooking up pulse-ox , blood pressure monitor, and EKG. There wasn't anything to give him, so I kept him comfortable as Sally tore through town. I'd had the week-long class to get my driver license notation for ambulances and paramedic trucks scheduled for two weeks after graduation. Something else I'd stressed about before finding out I'd make some money plus the money my parents gave me. I almost felt rich. Or at least I knew I could afford it without going into debt. 
 
    Sally could hear me in the front of the bus, and I wished she was in back with the patient. "Can't you help him?" My voice didn't shake, but I knew mages could do incredible things. Which meant Sally should be able to do something. 
 
    She did me the honor of not pretending to misunderstand me, but she asked me questions first. "What is your diagnosis?" 
 
    "Brain aneurysm." My response was immediate and blunt. It sucked, but everything pointed to that, though I could be wrong. I didn't think I was. The fact that his EKG was starting to wind down supported my hypothesis. Without thinking twice, I put him on oxygen. It would help keep him alive longer or preserve the organs for transplant. 
 
    "I suspect that too. If I knew exactly where the blown vessels were and what areas of his brain had been damaged, I might be able to do something, but in reality, a merlin couldn't save him. That's why many of the best doctors who are mages are surgeons. You need to see something to be able to affect it. There are very few aspects of magic that allow you to work blind. And few people who can work with what they can't see. One of the reasons they push education so much." 
 
    That was the second time someone had told me that and I filed it away, wondering what Jo would be able to do with even more knowledge than she already had about mechanics. Scott had said that was a skill of his, and Sloan admitted he couldn't do it. So, not just power but innate abilities. I'd have to remember not everything on TV was true. 
 
    We didn't have any more time to talk as she pulled into the emergency room bay and nurses ran out to meet us. "I'll take it this time, you listen and learn." She snapped out the words as she threw open the doors in the back and then started to pull the gurney out. 
 
    In fast concise words, she laid out the situation. A doctor grabbed him, peering into his eyes as we walked through the ER to one of the rooms.  
 
    "Let's get an EEG on him." 
 
    The machine to read brain activity wasn't one that I had seen in the ambulance. I'd need to ask if that was something I had missed or if they just didn't carry it. 
 
    It took the experienced nurses less than two minutes to have him hooked up, even as another nurse took his wallet and personal effects from me. I had recorded his name, age, and address on the forms. He had a phone on him, and I'd verified there was emergency contact information on it, but that wasn't my job to do. That fell to others. 
 
    "EEG active," someone said, and I turned to look. The brain waves showed exactly what I had expected, low level basic readings and they were fading. There was no higher brain wave activity. For all intents and purposes he was already dead, his body just hadn't caught up with that knowledge. 
 
    "Donor?" a doctor asked, her voice neutral.  
 
    "According to the license, yes." 
 
    "Good. Hook him up to life support and get his family notified and in here. They have choices to make. There is nothing I can do for him." Her voice wasn't cruel, just matter of fact and I watched her walk away.  
 
    I couldn't take my eyes off the dead man, standing there with my hand still on his ankle. Things I had never seen, created from my imagination, flashed across my mind. My parents coming in only to be told their son was dead.  
 
    "Cori?" Sally's voice broke apart the images that I'd never seen. Instead, it was the man, looking at me. His eyes wide and surprised, blinking at me, then staring at his body. He looked around wildly, then at the body again—already nurses worked on keeping it alive though the man, the person he had been, was dead. 
 
    "Cori? You okay?" Sally's voice again, right in my ear. I jumped and the man faded away, leaving me with the body a man who'd never laugh again. 
 
    A hand touched my shoulder and I turned to look at her. There must have been something on my face because she frowned. "I know you've seen dead bodies before. Something wrong?" 
 
    I shook my head, chasing the strange images—all of them must have come from my imagination. I shrugged and forced a smile that I'm sure looked as fake as it felt. 
 
    "I've never come with them to the hospital before. It just hit me, I guess. Made me think about things I've never thought of before. Kicked my imagination into overdrive I guess." 
 
    The last thing I needed was to tell her I thought I'd seen the dead man looking at his body. That wasn't any more real than my parents standing by Stevie's body and crying, begging the doctor that it couldn't be true.  
 
    "The first few ones that die on you are hard. In some ways this one was easy." 
 
    I wasn't shocked by her words, not exactly, but I did give her a look. 
 
    "He was dead before we even got the call. You don't need to ask yourself if you did the right thing. Would he still be alive if you had moved faster, been smarter, done something else? I'm sorry you got this as your first call, but at the same time it could have been worse." 
 
    My mind flashed back to laying in the car, my hand on the boy's face as he died. Yes, it could have been much, much worse. 
 
    "So now what?" Though I suspected I knew. Paperwork, then back to the station to repack and clean the rig. 
 
    "File the reports and get back. We need to go over your bag so it's useful, and then, since you have your EMT cert you know the law?" she asked as we headed over to the admin portion of the ER. 
 
    "Yeah, but since I don't have a car and I can't carry it with me, I haven't worried about it." 
 
    "Point. Create a mini bag with things you can use to do what you can. Then get a decent one once you get a car. You'll hopefully never need it. But if you do, you'll thank all the stars in the skies." 
 
    Once again, I found myself smothered by paperwork, but soon enough we were back at the station. The rig didn't take long to clean or set back to rights, then she went over the bag with me.  
 
    "As I was saying, the point was for you to have a couple weeks with the bag, organize it, figure out what works for you. Every medic is different on how they like it organized." She handed me the voucher. "This is to be filled out so you get reimbursed by our department, as you'll leave the bag here. Normally techs only buy the bag and the department or agency provides the supplies. But to be good at this job you need to know everything in this bag intimately. Know what you prefer, how to use it, and most importantly how to know when you need to restock." 
 
    With that, Sally launched into reviewing the bag and everything in it. Needles, gauzes, pressure bandages— all the things I would have sworn I knew how to use. Turned out I barely had a clue.  
 
    The rest of the day was spent on two more calls, the first a diabetic who had slipped into a diabetic coma, the second a kid who'd managed to trip and break his arm. By the time the day was done, my brain thought it might explode with the new knowledge.  
 
    I caught the bus home in a daze of information overload and worry that I'd made a huge mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    While almost all governments have signed legislation and other affirmations that there is no preference for mages in their country, mages still tend to be mostly upper middle class and higher. Even most hedgemages tend to be in better jobs and better paid than the equivalent non-magic users. ~ Magic Explained 
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    All I want is a night of solid sleep. I'm starting to understand the attraction of drugs. If I could get eight hours of dream-free sleep it would be wonderful. 
 
    Nightmares followed me through that first week. Jumbled up things that weren't possible mixed with images that might have been memories of Stevie's death, or just my subconscious deciding to torture me. 
 
    By Friday I begged off seeing Jo and just collapsed into bed, trying to convince myself I'd make it through work tomorrow. Jo had accepted that, but only after I promised to go out Monday night. She was determined to celebrate my birthday. Part of me had a hard time realizing it was April already. I'd graduate next month. 
 
    Then the Paramedic test. I needed to refresh the meds section again but working with Sally and admitting that was my weakest area had already helped me leaps and bounds. I felt like by the end of May I'd be ready to take that exam. 
 
    By some miracle I got six hours of sleep Friday night. Which meant I dragged myself into the Grind Down almost functional. Kadia popped in the back door minutes after I unlocked, making me suspect she'd been waiting for me. 
 
    "You're back!" she squealed, wrapping me in a hug so tight I felt faint by the time she let me go.  
 
    "I take it that you missed me?" I said when I could draw in enough air to speak. 
 
    "You have no idea, though I ran the back room, so it isn't a complete disaster. Walking with a brace is a pain in the ass." She gestured at the brace on her jeans. "But I'm still better off than Carl. I have no idea what Molly is going to do, but she needs to replace you and me soon. She is worse than the other two combined. I get she wants to make more money, but seriously, I start my own classes soon. I can't take her social awkwardness." Kadia's familiar babble made me smile and soon we were in our groove, the shop clean, customers satisfied, and lists of what stock was getting low created.  
 
    But for the first time I felt discontented doing it. Getting caffeine didn't really make a difference in someone's life. It might make their day better, but it didn't change anything. I wanted to be back in that bus, making a difference in people's lives.  
 
    But could I do it? Would I ever be as good as Sally or Jeff? Oh, I hadn't made any horrible mistakes in the last week, but looking back, I could see things I should have done better, or faster, or known.  
 
    Stop it. You're doing it. Sally would tell me if I shouldn't do this. 
 
    The self-pep talk broke off as three men walked in. They didn't fit my normal Saturday crowd, as all three wore suits and had self-important attitudes. My skin crawled as they came in. Only one of the three was a mage, a Spirit mage, but I treated them the same as everyone. 
 
    "Morning. What can I get you?" Long experience let me project humor and friendliness, even though my body wanted to back up and run away. 
 
    "Are you Corisande Munroe?" the mage asked. 
 
    "Yes," I answered, though I really wanted to play dumb. 
 
    He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a thick manila envelope. "You've been served." He handed me the envelope and I took the envelope with numb fingers. Before I had a chance to even look at the envelope, much less figure out what this was about, he continued. "And this is a restraint order preventing all communication via yourself or other parties with Estella, Rafael, or Kristos Munroe." That piece of paper was added to the pile. He then smirked at me. "Have a great day." 
 
    I looked at the papers as if they were written in Russian, unable to even figure out what this meant. Before I could open the folder and pull out the papers one of the other two men spoke. 
 
    "Corisande Munroe, you've been accused of cheating in the EMT certification exam, as well as the cognitive test. There is also an investigation about your relationship with Bruce Marxin and possible unethical interaction." He handed me another sheaf of papers. Glaring out from the top page was the crest of the school, proclaiming its authenticity. 
 
    "What?" squeaked out of my throat. My hands went icy cold as I took the additional papers. 
 
    "Read them. The charges are listed out in the attached documentation. There is a hearing this Monday morning to address these charges. Please note if these claims are upheld, your ability to work as an emergency technician in the state of Georgia will be rescinded, you will be expelled and blacklisted from retaking the test for five years. Failure to appear will be seen as an admission of guilt." He rattled this all off as if the words weren't causing my life to crumble into pieces at my feet. "Have an excellent day." He and the other man traded a half laugh, as if they were performers nailing a show. 
 
    The added smirk of contempt with the swirl of coats as they headed out the door slammed another icicle into my soul. In two hands I held papers that felt like they weighed tons.  
 
    "Cori? Cori? Can you hear me? You've gone really pale. Here, sit." 
 
    A huge commotion arose outside, yells, and shouts, but I couldn't focus as Kadia led me to a chair. I sank into it. 
 
    "Oh, by Merlin," Kadia gasped. "The entire traffic light pole came down, took out the cars of the guys that were in here. What is going on?" She shifted her focus back to me, but I could only stare at the papers, not knowing which one to open first. Indecision gripped me and the ringing of my cell phone came as a relief. Something, anything else to focus on than this. Besides, from the ring I knew it was Jo. She'd make it better. Just hearing her voice would make it better. 
 
    "Hey Jo-Jo. What's up?" I knew my voice shook, but I clung to the solid person that she was. When her voice came over the phone, that thin control shattered. 
 
    "Cori? Sanchez was hurt. They're rushing him to the hospital now. A jack snapped and the car dropped on his leg. It's bad. The bone broke really bad. I-" Her voice broke and everything else pushed away.  
 
    "Where are you?" I headed to the door as I spoke.  
 
    "Going to the Healthstar Hospital in Rome. Cori, if he loses his leg…" Her voice trailed off and she fought back a sob. No magic would be able to grow him a new leg. It meant prosthetics and a long hard road ahead of him. 
 
    "He won't. I'll meet you there. Jo, I will be there." My voice hard and sure. 
 
    "Thanks. I need you," she admitted and hung up. 
 
    "Kadia, I've got to go." I pulled up the ride share app as I spoke. "Jo's brother was hurt. I'm going to the hospital to meet her there. Sorry, you're on your own. Call Molly." 
 
    "Cori, here." She shoved all the paperwork at me, with a binder clip holding them together. "Call the school while you go there and find out what this is about. I'm sure he'll be okay. I've got this." 
 
    "Thanks, and sorry." I grabbed everything, shoving it into my bag. I'd look at it later. 
 
    I managed to schedule a ride, and they'd pick me up at the corner in a minute. "Thanks," I said over my shoulder heading out. The commotion outside surprised me as I looked at the huge light pole that had fallen, pulled by wires and guidelines across the two cars parked in front of Grind Down. The men who had come in and tried to shatter my world were yelling and gesturing at a police officer that stood there. Utility crews had already shown up and were dealing with the snarl of traffic and people.  
 
    On any other day I might have stood and looked at it, trying to figure out what had happened. Today that didn't matter. Jo was first. Then school, then when I had time, I'd look at the stuff from the Munroes. I refused to even call them my parents anymore.  
 
    Maybe I should legally change my name? 
 
    The idle thought kept me distracted as I turned the corner and walked away from the chaos. A car pulled up and I matched the info, sliding in. "Healthstar Rome, emergency room." 
 
    The young man scanned me with a startled look. "You aren't hurt, are you?" 
 
    "Huh? No, meeting a friend there. Her brother was taken in." 
 
    "Oh, good. I don't need blood in my car."  
 
    I nodded, not paying much attention, as I focused on the papers from the school. There in black text on heavy white paper the charges were laid out. Monique Kinnison said I had cheated. The tests we took were too hard for anyone to get a nearly perfect score. That my consistent high grades and praise from the instructor pointed to both cheating and a bribing of the teacher for this course. That made me blink. The subtext was that I was sleeping with Bruce for good grades, though it wasn't bluntly said. 
 
    I should have strangled her; it would have made life easier for everyone. 
 
    I scrolled through my phone and pulled up Bruce's number. As the car headed, not fast enough, to the hospital I looked at his number. He had handed it out when the semester began. Finally, I shrugged. I never talked to him outside of class that I could remember. I didn't even think he lived in town as I never saw him at Grind Down. What evidence could be presented to make it look like there was anything between us? With a sigh, I hit call.  
 
    "What?" His voice snapped out and even my numb worry couldn't prevent my slight flinch.  
 
    "Bruce, this is Cori Munroe. I had a visit from some people about me cheating and apparently sleeping with you?" The numbness came through in my voice, and I calculated how much longer until we reached the hospital. At least twenty minutes. More than enough time to get some traction on this. 
 
    "That little bitch. I should have kicked her out the first week." His voice was a low snarl and I could almost feel the rage coming out of it.  
 
    "They said my license would be rescinded if I didn't prove on Monday that I didn't cheat." I flipped through the papers until I found the details. "I'll have to answer charges that I suborned my instructor to give me special treatment and assist with my grades." 
 
    "So, she is stupid and blind. One, I would never date a student. Two, you're the wrong gender for me. And three, I prefer my dates a few years older than I am. You're young enough to be my daughter." The contempt in his voice stung, but I figured it really wasn't directed at me. 
 
    "So, it says Monday. Is there any advice you can give me, or did I mess up just by calling you?" 
 
    "Oh Monique, the administration, and the social groups can kiss my ass. I have nothing to hide and I refuse to act as if I do. You were right to call." His voice smoothed out and his tone became more matter of fact, less emotional. "Come prepared on Monday to take all the tests again. And study anything you didn't do perfectly on. The rest will be held in a trial-like atmosphere, and Monique will have to present her case. You can get a lawyer, but her case is so flimsy that I wouldn't unless you are really worried about it." 
 
    A spiral of worry wormed its way up my throat. "If I pass the test, will my license remain untouched? I mean this won't affect my standing with the licensing process? I can't continue the internship if it has been suspended." 
 
    "I'll make sure it stays intact. I am bringing a lawyer, and I'm about to make Monique and her family very sorry they ever messed with me. I have a college friend who owes me a favor and I'm calling it in." 
 
    "Okay. I'll study and be prepared. Thanks." I sounded distant and hollow, but too much had happened today for me to even care all that much. 
 
    "Hey, Cori?" 
 
    I paused as I'd been about to hang up. "Yes?" 
 
    "The only thing you did wrong was to be a damn good student. You showed her up and she had every advantage. Don't worry about this. It will all work out for the best. I promise." 
 
    "Okay." I didn't say if I believed him. Right at that moment I didn't believe in anyone or anything, not even myself. "I'll see you Monday." 
 
    "Yes, you will. Try and have a good weekend." He sounded resigned and reassuring at the same time. 
 
    My sob of bitter laughter rang in the car. Bruce had already hung up, or I had. I didn't know which of us hit the button first.  
 
    "Miss? You okay?" 
 
    The driver's voice pulled me a bit out of my haze, and I focused on where we were. About five minutes out from the hospital. I'd been there once or twice over the years. It must have been serious if they brought him here instead of the local hospital. 
 
    "No. But I'll live. Thanks." 
 
    His dark eyes caught mine in the review mirror and I saw the glint of mage jewelry. I just turned my head. Nothing mattered right now. I started to open up the pile of papers that represented the Munroes and their issue with me, but then didn't bother. I read over the school stuff again, making a list in my head. But most of the charges were so fake, I couldn't figure out why they had even listened to her. Cheating maybe, but usually a retest was the extent of anything that was asked of people. 
 
    The car slowed down and my eyes caught a sign, 'Kinnison Bone Therapy' and it clicked. She must be related to Gerald Kinnison. He'd funded a lot of medical and college buildings in the area. If that was the case, they might have been worried about losing money. I couldn't remember anything on campus called or attached to the name Kinnison. Before I could pull up my phone and dig into the campus map the driver pulled into the ER. Jo first. The Guzman's were much more important than a Kinnison could ever be to me. I slipped out of the car, paying the driver on the app, and headed into the ER. 
 
    Saturdays were usually crowded and today was no exception. I looked around the room, frantic to find her, or any of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    Saving a life or taking one are the most common tropes in any story about mages. The dramatic rescue or last minute save by offering up the last thing they can spare. The number of mages that give up fingers and toes in the movies would make you think half the population is always saving people. The reality isn't that selfless, or that simple. ~ Magic Explained 
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    Where are they? They should be here somewhere. Unless... 
 
    I broke off that train of thought. Jo had said broken leg, not death. While not impossible to die from a broken leg, if your femoral artery was hit, it would have been unusual. The moving mass of people made it difficult, but after getting out of the way of the automatic door, I saw them in the far corner.  
 
    Marisol was in a chair, not moving. Her face looked pale, even at this distance. Jo sat next to her, perched on the chair as if waiting for a chance to fly and do something. Henri leaned against the wall. I didn't see Paolo, but Marco was pacing back and forth, and staring at the far doors of ER, the ones that led back to the various treatment rooms and OR's.  
 
    I made a beeline to them, weaving around crying children, sniffling and sneezing adults, and pale, sick teenagers. I couldn't help but assess as I walked through: colds, hangovers, a nasty wound that needed stitches but wasn't life threatening. The normal ER stuff from what I could see.  
 
    "Cori!" Jo all but shouted and launched herself at me. My arms were open and this time I comforted her. Even with me being two inches shorter, I provided the strength and solace this time. We stood there until she sighed, and only then did my arms relax to let her be. 
 
    "Tia, Tio, is there anything I can get you?" I asked, as Jo stepped away. Marisol had risen, looking at me, her face pale. Her arms opened and I stepped into them, still trying to offer comfort rather than take it, but Marisol knew too well how people felt and we shared the support this time.  
 
    When she pulled back, I dropped to the floor, refusing to think about what every surface of this place must be coated with. "Tell me what happened. What has the doctor said." 
 
    He has to be alright. No one needs to lose a child. I don't want to see that happen again. I can't. 
 
    I felt my body itch as I sat there, every bit of me feeling wired and strung out. Just stress and me being unable to help yet again. 
 
    Henri answered. "I'm not a hundred percent positive of what happened, and I figure they'll get an insurance adjuster out there, one with Pattern or Time to replay what happened. All the lifts were full with oil changes and repair work, and someone came in that just needed the spare removed and their new tire put on. Nothing difficult. Sanchez said he'd do it and grabbed one of the standard tire jacks to lift it. Next thing I heard was the customer shrieking like a mouse had run up her pants. I went out there as if I had wings. He was laying under the car with the tire on his leg, crushing it. His heart was beating, so I called 911, and got the boys there. We didn't move it until the emergency personnel showed up. I was worried about causing more damage." 
 
    I nodded at him. It made sense. The tire applied pressure and the damage to his bone would have already been done, so better to wait and make sure if there was blood it could be dealt with.  
 
    "They said it was broken in multiple places, a very bad break. They didn't know I could hear them, because they were worried about it needing to be amputated if the bones were shattered badly enough." 
 
    Marisol and Jo hissed in unison and Henri mumbled something under his breath. 
 
    "Well the good news is you did everything right. Leaving the tire there until help could arrive was smart. It probably prevented a worse outcome." 
 
    As I spoke there was a man that rushed into the ER area, carrying his wife. Even from there I could see she was having trouble breathing. The nurses grabbed her and whisked them both back in minutes. With a shake of my head I turned my attention back to them.  
 
    "Marisol, Henri? You want something hot to drink. It may be a while depending on what they needed to do." 
 
    They started to protest, but I rose up. "You want tea and Henri wants hot chocolate. Let Jo and me go get it. It will keep her from pulling down the walls." They both glanced at Jo, who all but vibrated with the need to do something. 
 
    "That sounds good. Here," Henri said as he pulled a twenty out of his pocket. "You already know what we want, or at least need." 
 
    "Come on Jo-Jo, you need to get out of here for a bit." With obvious reluctance mixed with her desire to do something, Jo let me pull her up from her chair. "There's a chain coffee place about two blocks away. You want anything, Marco?" 
 
    "Large coffee and some sort of pastry," he muttered still pacing. "Thanks." 
 
    I simply nodded and dragged Jo out of the place. My body still twitched, and my head felt like ants were marching over it. As soon as we were outside and a few steps away from the hospital, I gave in and bent over, scratching my scalp like it was a pan that needed scouring.  
 
    "One of these days you're going to need to do something about that dandruff. Seriously, it should be better by now. You've tried every shampoo ever produced." 
 
    "Ha! That would be too easy. The last doctor said this is my stress outlet. Either I need to have less stress, or I need to deal with it better." I moaned a bit in pleasure as the last of the flakes scrubbed off. "At this point I'm just glad all my hair hasn't fallen out, though it would be nice if it ever grew." I tugged on my bob a bit mournfully, though the majority of the time I was just glad that it was easy to care for. Jo had to keep hers in eternal braids because it grew so fast. If she undid it completely it would probably hit her knees. 
 
    "Hey just think - I'll be able to learn how to use my hair to do magic. Soon it might actually be at a realistic length." She fell silent then looked at me. "Thanks," she said, and I looked at her. A smile touched my lips and I hip bumped her. 
 
    "Nothing to thank me for. Family?" I hated the tremulous note in my voice as I said that, but she grinned and bumped me back. 
 
    "Always. You're stuck with me until after the sun goes nova." 
 
    "Oh? What happens then?" 
 
    "We turn into star dust and form new stars of course. Maybe we'll be the source of life." 
 
    Walking along the sidewalk towards the glowing green sign I smiled. "That would be nice, but I hope they don't have my luck. It can be a bit exhausting." 
 
    "Meh. You have great luck. You found me." 
 
    "You sure it isn't the other way around? You found me? Though that would mean you have horrible luck too," I pondered in mock heavy thought. "So maybe my good luck gave you bad luck?" 
 
    "Neither. It was fated, written in the stars," she ginned at me. "We will always be together." 
 
    I laughed as we walked into the coffee shop. A few minutes later we headed back. Chocolate for Henri, a large passionfruit tea for Marisol, coffee for Marco along with a chocolate croissant. I wasn't in the mood for coffee, but Jo went for their sugar iced chocolate thing. Mostly I just wanted time to read the papers. I'd left my bag with Marisol and wasn't worried about it. Later tonight I'd focus on it. Right now, it could wait. 
 
    Walking back into the ER waiting room, I froze. The atmosphere had changed, taut and dangerous. Half the volume had dropped, and everyone was looking back at the corner where Henri and Marisol were standing talking to a black woman in a white coat. From her stance and the way she held herself it was obvious she was the doctor. Henri had his arm tight around Marisol's shoulders, all but supporting her as she leaned into him. 
 
    We moved through the room, arrowing in on Jo's family. 
 
    "We don't know what we can do. To not have to amputate we need a specialist, and the only one in the area at Grady is already in an operating room doing spinal surgery. We are hoping we can wait long enough for him to recover and be able to work on your son, but the fact that the transport here didn't kill him is a miracle. The bone shards are so close to his arteries, one good jolt and he'd be dead before we knew anything was going wrong. We're trying, but right now I don't have any good news to offer you." The pager went off on the doctor's hip. She lifted it up, frowned at it then shook her head. "If I hear anything else, I'll let you know."  
 
    Before any of us could say anything, she was headed back into the restricted section. I'd never wanted my jumpsuit and badge so badly before. Maybe with that I could get back there and see what was really going on. See Sanchez. I ached to be able to do something, anything.  
 
    Once again, the useless one. 
 
    The mood had plummeted, and the humor and spark of life that teasing had given Jo faded. They all sat there, drowning in fear and worry. I couldn't come up with anything to do, but I also didn't want to pull out the papers now. The last thing they needed was more stress. Instead, I searched for Kinnison and tried to figure out exactly why Monique had such a hard on for me and maybe Bruce.  
 
    I hadn't gotten too far. Yes, Charles Kinnison had given lots of money to the college and Monique was his niece, I guess. I tried to remember if I'd seen her in any of my other classes, but nothing came to mind. So it all came down to me not, what, respecting her in class? She was a whiny student and I didn't have time. And now even less of it. Maybe I had been overtly snarky, but it happened. Not a cause to try and get me expelled. 
 
    Lesson - be nicer to people. You never know who might try to make your life more difficult. That, or kill them when you first think of it. 
 
    I groaned a bit under my breath. Jo arched an eyebrow at me. She fidgeted in her chair and I knew she was about to latch onto my sound as something to pay attention to. Anything besides the stress, and that would bring it all out. I searched around frantically, but the hospital saved me this time. 
 
    The same person as before came striding out, but this time she had a big smile on her face. She headed right for our little group. Marisol and Henri rose, hands tightly entwined. I could see the white indentations their wedding rings made, bright against their skin. Marco looked like he'd aged five years in the last few hours and his grip on his coffee threatened to collapse the paper cup.  
 
    "The most amazing thing just happened, and your son is going to be the luckiest person here tonight," she started with no preamble, almost babbling. "Doctor Elon Murray was traveling through when he brought his wife in with a severe allergic reaction. He's an archmage famous for microsurgeries involving bones. He heard us talking about the difficulties with Sanchez. He offered to help. We got all the red tape cut through and he is in there right now, moving the pieces of Sanchez's femur together and doing micro fusions. He will still need therapy and time to heal, but rather than hours of bloody surgery, he'll probably spend a week or two in traction and should be able to walk within a month." She looked relieved and it chilled me to the soul. "I was about to try a life flight and get him to Grady and tell you to hope and pray, but he is in there operating with ultrasound and already he's moved the most dangerous pieces away from the arteries." Her grin spread across her face. "He's got a few hours of surgery and we had to sedate him so he doesn't feel the bone moving around. There will be some damage to the muscles in the area, but that he can solve with therapy. I'll have the nurse get you the information as soon as we have it."  
 
    She shook everyone's hand and disappeared again, leaving all of us relieved and shaky from the emotional swings of the night. 
 
    "Talk about a miracle. I'm never going forget to send that man a Christmas card and thank you card every year, " Marisol said firmly writing something down in her phone with an intent look on her face. Henri leaned over and squeezed her shoulder. The stress fled, leaving us a bit giddy. It felt like it should be late at night, not barely three-thirty in the afternoon. The coffee shop had closed, and I might as well go home and deal with the ticking time bombs in my bag. 
 
    "I'm going to head home. I'm glad he's okay, but he doesn't need me peering in at him on top of you guys." 
 
    "I need to get back to the shop,” said Marco. "Dad, I'll leave you here and take the truck back? I'll come back tonight. He should be in a room by then and I'll update Paolo on the situation." Marco had pushed away from the wall, and it was clear he needed to get out of there. 
 
    "I'll go too. No sense in having me stay. We still have cars to repair," Jo admitted as she stretched, exhaustion clear on her face. "But we're still going out Monday." 
 
    I didn't say anything, I needed to read the papers before I could decide to celebrate my birthday. 
 
    "Yes, you two go. Please take Cori home on the way. Thank you for coming, Cori." Marisol's voice sounded calm, almost content. 
 
    "Family, remember?" I was about to say more when my phone rang. I pulled it out, frowning at the local number, but it wasn't in my contacts. "Hello?" I fumbled the phone and it came out on speaker in the room. 
 
    "Cori. We need you," Sally's voice rang out. "We have a mass casualty incident and all responders are being called in." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Offering means sacrificing a bit of you for someone or something else. While it sounds easy, many doctors, nurses, and other first responders point out that there is always a balance. Most material that can be offered takes a while to replace, so there is always the fear that if they offer too much, the next time it is needed, they won't have enough to offer. ~ Magic Explained 
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    Tons of people dead or injured, and she's calling me? I'm a - 
 
    My thought broke off and it snapped into place. I was a trained EMT. I was about to pass my classes and become a trained paramedic. Regardless of what anyone thought, I had not cheated. I had earned that license and they needed my help. 
 
    I turned and looked at the Guzmans and my world spun. There was pride, love, and support in their eyes. Their son was laying in the hospital and they were proud of me. 
 
    "Go. You will do excellent," Marisol said waving me away. Jo winked and grinned at me, and time snapped back in. 
 
    "I'm at the Healthstar in Rome, the ER." 
 
    "You okay?" she snapped at me. 
 
    "Yes, visiting," I replied, standing there frantically trying to think how to get from here to wherever the incident was. I didn't have a car.  
 
    "Head to the ambulance bay. They're packing up. Yell out for Darryl, a huge black guy who looks like he'll break you. He's one of the best. Tell them you're contracted with us and I'll grab your jumpsuit and badge. Go." She hung up.  
 
    I whirled to Jo. "Keep this for me. I'll get it from you later." I shoved my bag at her and took off at a run out of the ER. The bay was to the right of the ER and it was a hive of activity as people frantically stocked their ambulances. Others were diving in and lighting up lights and sirens. 
 
    Inhaling as much oxygen as I could, I bellowed out, "Darryl?" I looked around as people glanced at me. Someone leaned into a bus and a minute later a man stepped out, a man that made most men in my life look like toothpicks. I wasn't positive how he could get in the bus and drive. The other person pointed at me and he moved towards me at a pace faster than I could run. 
 
    "You have five seconds," he said in a disconcerting English accent. I shook my head trying to reconcile my expectations with his voice. "Three." He started to turn away and I quit worrying about it.  
 
    "Sally Chang said to come with you. I'm contracted out at the Rockway Fire Department as an EMT." 
 
    "Get your ass in the vehicle then, we need to get out." He headed back as others finished loading up and headed out. "Ride in back. Leo's my partner." He wasn't rude or angry, just matter of fact and I scurried to keep up. Diving into the back and sitting on the bench as the other man, late twenties with a chaos tattoo on his head, shut the doors behind me.  
 
    Seconds later the ambulance pulled out and I braced myself as the lights and sirens flipped on. When we hit the freeway, I lifted my voice over the road noise and sirens. "Do you know what the situation is?" 
 
    Leo turned to look at me, his tattoo, a bright yellow against his red-brown tan skin, complimented his light brown hair. "Bus carrying kids to an away band competition, followed by parents. Another car hit them head on and they flipped, taking out other cars. Count is ten cars involved and at least thirty victims. Unknown complications at this point. Two confirmed dead, but others expected." He rattled it all off in a way that made it seem more normal and common—it let the information hit me differently and I appreciated the matter-of-factness. 
 
    "Got it. How many units responding?" 
 
    "Ten. We've got all the local county ambulances and at least two of the private ones coming. They've requested two life flights already." If anything, the ambulance had sped up as he talked. I braced my feet and went with the jerking and shaking. 
 
    "Who's incident commander?" 
 
    "Your fire chief, Martin Martinez. He's ordered SMART triage." I nodded at his sharp look even as I felt my heart triple thump in my chest. SMART stood for Simple Triage and Rapid Treatment. That meant we'd very probably be making the call on who would live or die. Red meant emergency, get to hospital; yellow indicated that they were seriously injured but had a little time; green, injured but could wait; white meant minor injuries. But black meant no medical attention could save them and to move on to the others. That would be a decision I'd have to make. 
 
    I ran the process through my head, but it was one of those they only covered briefly. Every department had their own flavors, though the color breakout was the most common. I swallowed, nerves landing in my belly and twisting it into a knot of worms riddled with spikes that sent me into frissons of panic. 
 
    What if I screw up? What if I triage wrong? What if I cost someone their life?  
 
    Nausea swarmed me and I closed my eyes trying to breathe. 
 
    "Get on your game face, people. We're coming in now." Darryl's voice intruded on my attempts to keep my stomach where it belonged, but I couldn't keep my eyes closed. I had to see. I leaned forward and tried to see out the window. But the sun, flashing lights, and moving vehicles created a jumble of broken images that didn't make any sense. 
 
    The ambulance jerked to a halt and the two men flew out of the doors. Before I could get to the back door, it flew open.  
 
    "Out girl. Find your boss and do your best." Darryl spared a half second to nod at me before he grabbed a bag and headed out. 
 
    I swallowed down my nerves and stepped out of the back, and the world seemed to slow to a stop. Even the moving people stopped as I stared, my skin burning as I took in what lay in front of me.  
 
    This area of Georgia had roads that snaked through the mountains with sharp drops on one side and a rising cliff on the other. A yellow school bus lay on its side across the entire two-lane road. It had apparently rolled, from the dents on the top, and came to a stop at a wide pull over meant for slower vehicles to get out of the way. At least six vehicles were scattered around it on this side like a child had thrown down his Hot Wheels and stomped away. They lay on their sides or had slammed into the underside of the bus or crashed into the side of the mountain. From the bent and twisted guardrail, I assumed at least one car had gone over the side. 
 
    The ambulance I rode in was at the edge of the responders. Fire, police, ambulance, state patrol, and sheriff were all there, the lights still for that eternal second as everything I saw burned into my brain, into my soul. Then I moved, my foot crunching on gravel, and everything snapped into motion, people rushing towards the mass casualties. 
 
    I spun, looking for Sally or Martin. I needed my equipment and gear to be any use to anyone, otherwise I was a civilian creating problems for them.  
 
    Black hair in a shining sheet caught my eyes and I spun, laying eyes on the familiar logo and lettering. I took off at a run towards them. As I got closer, the voices started to make sense amid the sirens, the shouts and the screams and sobs of the victims. 
 
    "All of you, start triaging. I have the tags here, grab them when you head out. Use your best judgment. If you have a black or red summon me, Jordan, or Chang to verify. Otherwise Chang and Laurent will be getting people down this mountain to where the choppers are. They have a park about five miles down where the copters can land. We have three red already and we'll need to bus them to the helicopters stat. Your job is to stabilize people and keep them alive until they are taken from you into a bus. Chang, Laurent: I expect you to drive like sane maniacs, transfer your patients, then get your asses back up here. All of you, your job isn't done until the only people left are the dead and the responders. Move," Captain Martinez's voice bellowed like trumpet causing the hair on my head and the back of my neck to raise with its power. 
 
    I stopped next to Sally. "I'm here."  
 
    She glanced at me, nodded at the ambulance that she drove. "Good. Your gear is there. Change and do your job." She didn't take even another second, just grabbed her gurney, and raced away with it. With my mind alternating between panic and assurance, I headed over to the ambulance. I pulled open the door and sure enough, there were my jumpsuit and my bag waiting for me. We'd packed it and repacked the bag over the last few days so I knew where every item was and could find it with my eyes closed.  
 
    Glancing around I realized I was being an idiot. I stripped off my jeans, they really didn't work under the jump suit, and my coffee imbued shirt. No one had time to worry about a half-naked woman. I stepped into the suit, and she'd even grabbed my boots. I slipped them on, and it felt like something else coated me as I pulled up that outfit. I don't know what it was, but my heart rate slowed. I felt lighter, and the panic that had been building at the back of my mind stepped back. I grabbed my bag and moved over to Martin. 
 
    He thrust a handful of tags at me, giving me a long look. "You're the green one here. Don't be scared to yell if you need help or a second opinion. Go."  
 
    I nodded and swallowed down a lump of nerves, then headed towards the person nearest to us that had no one attending them. Most of the closer victims had people around them, but they had started at the opposite side of the scene than I had. Which meant there were people that needed me. Part of me kept waiting for the panic, for me to flounder, but instead I just rushed to the side of the closest person laying there and dropped to my knees. Her breathing was thready, and her skin was pale and clammy. 
 
    Shock, low respiratory sounds, pupils responsive but sluggish.  
 
    The diagnosis went through my mind as I continued. Everything pointed at internal bleeding. Pulling back the woman's shirt, and it really only registered to me when I was cutting the straps on her bra that she was a woman, the bruises were red and livid, pooling with blood.  
 
    "Ma'am, can you hear me?" She groaned something that might have been taken as a yes, maybe. "Let me know if this hurts." I pressed gently at the area of her spleen, and she almost convulsed.  
 
    Major internal bleeding. Definite red, they'll need to operate, and soon, if they want to save her.  
 
    I grabbed the red tag, attaching it to her wrist, which seemed uninjured. I stood and looked, catching Martin's eye. "ETA on next trip to life flight?" I yelled, but there was no subservience in my voice. 
 
    He moved over and looked at her. "Tell me your diagnosis," he snapped as he glanced at his watch. "First one is due back in five, and the next copter should be here in fifteen." 
 
    "Major internal bleeding. Stable, but decreasing rapidly." I took her blood pressure and heart rate again, and it was lower. "Time is critical. Internal organs, probably a ruptured spleen." 
 
    He moved closer and scanned the notes I'd made. "Looks right. I'll flag her next. Rip off your notes and leave them here. Get to the next person.'" 
 
    I froze for a moment, looking at the woman I had no more ability to help, who might very well die no matter what I did. For the first time in a very long time I wished almost desperately for magic. Magic to heal. Magic to save. But I wasn't Sally or Jo. My world didn't work that like that. I gave a sharp nod of my head and stood, looking.  
 
    There about ten yards to my right was another person, younger and writhing on the ground. The erratic movements and the soft whimpers indicating extreme pain acted like a beacon. I headed right for the boy. Nothing else mattered—what mattered was helping him until he could be made stable or transported.  
 
    Kneeling next to him, I checked the young man wearing a band uniform from my old high school. He looked at me eyes wide, breathing rapid.  
 
    "Hey, can you hear me?" I asked, my voice soft and soothing as I pulled out the stereoscope, placing it on his chest.  
 
    "Yes. Am I doing to die?" he asked, his speech as rapid as his breathing, shallow with a bit of a gurgle, but not much. 
 
    "Nope. I'm here to prevent that. It hurts to breathe?" I felt along his ribs, finding the broken area pretty fast at his sudden intake. 
 
    "Yeah. Hurts to take a deep breath." 
 
    "Hmmm." I checked for concussion signs, going on through the checklist. "What instrument do you play?" If I could keep him talking, he'd focus more on me than on what hurt.  
 
    "It's stupid," he muttered, but it broke off on a half sob as I got down his leg. 
 
    "I doubt it. At least you play. I can't do anything musical." I cut open his pants, exposing a bad break with the bone jutting out, but bleeding was sluggish, which meant no major arteries were severed. I pulled the inflatable splint out of my bag and put it on his leg. "Looks like you did a number on your leg. You're going to be able to get people to sign it for weeks. Bet you can get them to give you their desserts too if you play it right. " I kept up the chatter to distract him as I got the splint secured and inflated. 
 
     "It really hurts." He tried not to whine, but it slipped through.  
 
    "I know. You want a shot to help?"  
 
    He looked glassy eyed but nodded. "Yeah, it really hurts."  
 
    We had limited amounts of morphine to give, and I would need to stay for a minute or two to make sure he didn't have an allergic reaction, but I pulled out the vial and needle, pulling in 1ml. He wasn't a big kid, but that break was nasty and the more stressed he was, the more he had a chance of making it worse. I gave him the shot and filled out the card, tying it on his wrist. 
 
    "Hey, this card is important. It says you are hurt pretty bad, and they need to get you to the hospital quick like. So don't remove it, okay?" 
 
    "Got it. Means I go to the hospital. Will they call my mom?" 
 
    "Absolutely. See all the first responders, the police, fire fighters, they are all here to make sure everyone is okay." I checked his vitals again, but his breath had stabilized as the morphine kicked in and he was calming down. "So you just lay here and close your eyes. Someone will be by to get you to the hospital pretty soon." 
 
    "Okay. Thanks lady." He closed his eyes, exhausted from the stress. 
 
    I tapped his head. "Someone will be here pretty soon. Just rest." 
 
    I got up and grabbed my bag, heading to the next person. A blond girl, her band uniform a mess of blood and dirt. But she sat against a vehicle, watching everything with alert eyes. 
 
    "Hey. How you doing?" I asked as I knelt next to her.  
 
    "Better than most. Arm's broken." Her eyes tracked well as I ran checks on her. 
 
    "Sure is. Let's get that splinted." I got the splint on it and she sighed a bit as that immobilized it. I dug out a sling. "You in pain?" 
 
    "A bit, but I don't need anything. I'm fine. I've done this before." She nodded at her arm. "I'll live." Her eyes tracked and I followed them to one of the people laying there with a jacket draped over their faces, her mouth set in a grim line. 
 
    "Okay. I'm going to hang this tag on you." I showed her the tag and the green. "It means you need to see the doctor, but you'll be fine waiting a while. You good with that?" 
 
    "Yeah. Go. Help the others." She swallowed convulsively. "I'll be fine." 
 
    I gave her a reassuring squeeze and moved on. The afternoon disappeared in helping, tagging, comforting, and moving to the next person. The first black tag I filled out didn't even shock me and I didn't bother to ask for backup. It was the bus driver and his body was cooling by the time I reached him. I tagged him, closed my eyes for a brief second, and moved on. The living needed me, he didn't. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 40  
 
    The hardest part about being a mage is knowing what and when to offer. Offering is easy, offering wisely is a challenge. ~ Pattern Merlin Thomas Edison 
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    I think I missed someone, there has to be someone I missed. 
 
    The idea nagged at me. I kept turning around and looking. But every person I saw still in the area had a tag, and most of those at this point were black—waiting for the corner, or white—just waiting for a ride back to town.  One of the cars had been rolled back up and was drivable and the whites were going to head to an urgent care facility to get their treatment before driving home. But they weren't what called at me. 
 
    I kept turning, exhaustion clouding my thoughts. The sun had sunk down and cast red and yellow light everywhere, creating a canvas that would have rivaled anything painted by Bob Ross, except the red and blue lights, the garish scars on the vehicles, and the bodies draped in black on the ground. 
 
    "Cori?" 
 
    I'd heard Sally approach, but something kept pulling at me. I thought I almost knew from where. 
 
    "Yeah?" Distracted, I started to walk to the side of the road. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Sally sounded as exhausted as I felt. I didn't know how many hours we’d been up there—I knew I wanted my shower and bed—but that tugging wouldn't stop. I glanced at her and saw her hair was shorter by a good ten inches, giving her almost a bob cut look, and her long nails were gone to the quick. She'd spent a lot of magic today keeping people alive.  
 
    "I don't know. I feel like we missed…" I stopped talking and turned, as a sudden silence fell. Most of the first responders had left. They were starting to tow out the various vehicles, the bus would be last. But in that moment of silence I thought I heard something. 
 
    Ignoring Sally, I headed towards the front of the bus where it over hung the edge, just a past the doors, but it was enough that you couldn't walk around that side of the bus. That brief moment of silence ended with the beeping of tow trucks backing up, engines turning over, and just the noise of people filled the area. 
 
    Something still pulled my attention over here and I knelt on the side of the road, the guard rail blocking my view. 
 
    "What am I missing?" Sally didn't sound dismissive, just curious, and ready to go home. But I couldn't turn away. 
 
    "Give me a second," I said, my response abstract as I wormed my way under the guardrail and looked. It took a minute in the low light and shadows here to figure out what I was looking at. The glass of the bus accordion door had broken out in a single big pane and was laying against a tree, which probably helped the bus from sliding down any further. Crumbled at the base of the tree, wedged between the tree and the cliff, and hidden from almost every view by bushes, lay a figure. Blood covered most of the exposed skin, but I could just barely hear and see the rise and fall of the chest.  
 
    "Sally, I've got another victim. I need a basket and supplies, stat." I rattled this out as I wrapped one leg around the railing support and made a quick wish it wouldn't give and tumble me down the slope. 
 
    "Hello? Can you hear me?" I looked for a way to get down. There were a few pines there and I might be able to brace myself, but if I missed it would be a long painful fall to the bottom. 
 
    The head lifted, turning the tiniest bit towards me, and I heard a pained sound. "Help? Please?" 
 
    My throat tightened at the sound of that voice. The amount of pain and terror in it threatened my own composure.  
 
    "Cori, help is on the way. Here." She thrust a rope with a carabiner already attached to it. "You probably haven't done the courses, but loop and get down there. You're smaller than me, and I'll need to direct them. I'll send one of the guys to you once we can get some support. Probably from the other side."  
 
    I tied off in clumsy movements, and she tightened my knot. "I got it. Go."  
 
    She handed me a bag, not mine as it was about empty, still, supplies were good. I slung it over my shoulder, then half crawling, mostly trying not to fall, I worked my way under the bus and over to the person.  
 
    When I got close enough, I braced myself on the tree next to the victim and made sure the rope was clicked to the hook in the waistband. I knew I really should have a full harness on, but time and training were lacking. Sally would probably have to radio to get the help we needed. Baskets weren't standard issue for most ambulances. 
 
    "Hey, I'm Cori. I'm here to help." 
 
    The figure gave a broken sob. "I tried to scream, but no one heard. I thought I'd die here. Thank you." The voice suggested female and young, probably one of the students from the bus.  
 
    I didn't dwell on her comments, there wasn’t anything I could say to address them, so I focused on what, at least to me, was the important part. "Can you tell me where you are hurt?" 
 
    I heard the sound of another sob being swallowed, then her voice, what little strength it had starting to fade. "Everywhere, but I can't move one leg. The other I can wiggle my toes, but I can't get my left leg to do anything. I think I'm bleeding somewhere. I felt it tickling for a while, but now I can't tell you where. My head hurts. There is only one of you, right? Or is there someone else with you?" 
 
    Probably concussion, bleeding, possible spinal injury.  
 
    "Just me for now. But I've got other people coming." The constant itch of my skin and head were distracting me. Probably allergic to something with as badly as I itched, but I pushed it all down to focus on the girl. She must have been about fifteen, not much older. 
 
    "I'm going to get closer and see if I can find any other injuries, okay?" 
 
    "Okay," her voice had gotten even smaller. I moved around, grabbing trees and roots sticking out of the cliff. The entire time I hoped they didn't give way.  
 
    Moving around took forever, but I got a look at her and cringed. She'd impaled herself on a branch and it was at the edge of her spine. But when I craned around her body and pulled back her shirt it wasn't distended, so it hadn't gone all the way through. 
 
    "I'm going to touch you a bit. I want you to tell me if it hurts really bad or just uncomfortable. Okay?" 
 
    She made a sound I took as an agreement, the silent clock in my head speeding up as to how much time she had. I pressed gently, no obvious response, I pushed harder and she moaned a bit, but I didn't hit any resistance.  
 
    "Sally?" We had run out of radios and there was too much chatter on them anyhow, so I just yelled. 
 
    "Yep?" 
 
    "I need a hacksaw. She's got a branch in her, but it doesn't seem to have pierced her abdominal cavity, or if it has, it is just barely, but either way we need to cut her loose and get her to the hospital asap." 
 
    "Okay, Darryl is coming down. We have him anchored. He'll bring the saw." 
 
    I glanced at the area around us and kept mental fingers crossed that he was more graceful than me, and that they really had him anchored well. I finished my examination, finding a long laceration on her thigh that had bled a lot, but was now sluggish. That worried me. "Hey. What leg did you say you couldn't move?" I asked as I prodded the wound and didn't get any reaction.  
 
    "My left," she mumbled. I checked her pulse. It had slowed even more and the clock sped up. 
 
    "Sally, I need her out of here stat. The clock is racing and I can't exactly give her an IV here," I barked out, panic and worry making my voice sharp. 
 
    "I'm coming down now." The incongruent British accent told me who was coming down without me needing to look up, but I did. Darryl made his way down, a full harness on him, a stretcher basket attached to the rope a bit beyond him, and a hacksaw in his hand. 
 
    "Thank Merlin. You aren't a mage, and I don't know any other way to do this. Do you?" I hoped maybe he'd be a mage that could just dissolve the wood. 
 
    "No. And Sally is spent. Besides, it would take her too long to figure this out." He peered at the situation then nodded. "I'll brace her and the wood. You saw fast and smooth and I'll try to keep it from moving." 
 
    He'd brought down a neck collar and we got that on her and taped her arms together. Her head almost lolled, but her eyes would open and focus on us every so often and she'd almost smile before fading back down.  
 
    I nodded and waited until he was in position. It wasn't a big branch, only about an inch in diameter. But an inch of wood in your body was still an inch too much. At his nod I started to draw the blade back and forth across the branch where it connected to the tree, making sure I was clear of his hands. It cut easily, but it still took me a solid minute.  
 
    She moaned as I sawed, and I realized I didn't even know her name. That bugged me for some reason, but I kept at it, until with a sudden snap it broke, and she sagged into Darryl's arms.  
 
    "Got her. Can you pull the basket over her so we can roll her into it?" 
 
    From our angle we couldn't get a backboard on her, and with the wood in her we couldn't take the risk anyhow. Having her on her side would be safer. I moved over, slipping twice, giving my heart a reason to try and explode out of my chest. But I moved the basket and Darryl, in a move only someone with his height and strength could have done, lifted her up and laid her on her side in the basket, all while keeping her from moving barely at all.  
 
    The next few minutes seemed to crawl as we secured the basket and people up above began to heave her up. Both of us came up with her trying to keep her from moving more than was unavoidable. I was drenched with sweat by the time I crawled over the guard rail onto safe ground. An ambulance sat backed up right to the edge, waiting for us. They had lifted her in by the time I crawled back to my feet, Sally at my elbow. "Get in, Cori. You're going with." 
 
    I looked at her, confused. I'd been here the entire time.  
 
    "She's the last one, and you've earned this. Go with her. Be her advocate until you get to the hospital." She was pushing me toward the ambulance, and too tired to argue, I crawled in, sitting on the bench. I looked at the young woman lying there in the light for the first time. Her dark curly hair was full of leaves and dirt, her band uniform torn and dirty, and her skin so pale she looked like a vampire from any popular movie. 
 
    We started to move and I reached out to hold her hand. "Hold on. We're headed down. You'll get to ride in a helicopter. What's your name?" As we hurried down the road I hooked up monitors no one had taken the time to do. Her heart rate was sluggish, but still beating. I didn't like her pulse ox, but right now there wasn't much I could do about it.  
 
    "Courtney," she whispered and it took me a minute to realize she was telling me her name.  
 
    "Hey, we’re both ‘C’ names. Must be why I found you." I put humor and a smile into my voice, knowing she'd hear it. 
 
    "Hurts." 
 
    "I bet. But you're super brave to have hung in. And now you'll get to fly to the hospital. How cool is that?" 
 
    "Heights bad." Her voice so thin there wasn't even a tremor to it. I glanced back at her EKG, but while slow and her blood pressure sucked, she was holding on. 
 
    "Maybe, but you'll be safe inside and we'll get you to the hospital as fast as can be." I felt the bus start to slow. "In fact, I think you're about to go on your first helicopter ride. Something to tell a prospective boy or girl friend." 
 
    Her mouth tilted up at the corner. 
 
    "You're funny." 
 
    "Nah. Just me."  
 
    We came to a stop and I heard the front door open. I disconnected the leads and got in position to help lift her out as the doors to the back flew open. 
 
    "Ready?" Sally asked, Darryl standing next to her. 
 
    I nodded and less than three minutes later we were ushered towards the passenger area of the chopper, the rotors whipping my hair abound like a vortex. 
 
    "Hey, Cori?" Sally shouted, and I paused in the doorway, still overwhelmed and exhausted.  
 
    I looked back at her, my brows drawn together.  
 
    "You did damn good today. This job was made for you, and I'll have you as my partner any day."  
 
    Her words rang in my ears and I climbed in, my mind a whirl. But the primary thing was the smile that spread over my face.  
 
    This was what I was meant to do. I'd be damned if anyone would take that from me. The school would have a fight on their hands, and so would my parents. This was my dream and I'd earned it. 
 
    The rise of the helicopter matched the rise in my heart, and I smiled all the way to the hospital. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    We are all masters of our own destiny—magic is but one aspect in our choices. In the end, who you are still matters more than what you are. ~ Merlin James Wells 
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    Take that, you little whiny bitch. 
 
    I seemed to be getting less forgiving and more vindictive as I experienced life. I was strangely okay with that.  
 
    "Monique Kinnison, you are charged with falsifying statements to the board and conspiring to slander and libel two people with fabricated evidence. These are serious charges and after deliberating we have decided to expel you and place a mark on your record barring you from taking the EMT or Paramedic certification test for the next five years." 
 
    The words rang like a death knell, and Monique started crying, big hiccupping tears that I thought might be real. 
 
    They had interviewed Bruce and me individually and while that had been uncomfortable, it had been painless. They then asked, just to settle any possible conflict, if I would be willing to take the tests again with a third-party instructor. 
 
    I shrugged and said yes. At this point my morning in class was shot, but after Saturday, my confidence in my own abilities was high enough that I didn't mind missing practicals. 
 
    I aced the test. All three parts, topping my previous score. I took it in a classroom with one instructor, wearing only a tank top and jeans. I used the pencil they provided. Unless I had telepathy, I couldn't have cheated.  
 
    Maybe it was petty of me, but I enjoyed watching her fall apart and seeing the look of disappointment the older couple with her had on their faces as they walked out. I had spent Sunday reviewing all the paperwork and figured I would show up and play it by ear. I didn't know what else to do, as hiring a lawyer was well out of my league. To my delight, I was free with an even better score. 
 
    "I am sorry about all of this, Cori," Bruce said as we walked out. "You're a good student, if a bit weird, but I knew you would never have cheated." 
 
    "It's a stupid test to cheat on. If I don't know the information and get in the field, I could kill someone by accident. That is not acceptable. Why would anyone be stupid enough to cheat on a test like that?" 
 
    He smiled a bit sadly. "Not everyone feels that way, but I'm glad you do. Some people need to pass the test, not caring about who might pay the price for their laziness; or maybe it's arrogance. I've never been sure which. You have an A in the class, no matter what, and I have faith you'll do just as well in the paramedic test as soon as you graduate. Go enjoy your day." 
 
    I gave him a smile as he walked off, but it faded quickly. The day off was what I needed, as I had to go talk to someone else.  
 
    The bus ride gave me time to review the documents one more time before I got to the police station.  
 
    "Hey, is the chief in and does she have time to talk to me?" I asked the front sergeant. 
 
    "Let me ping her," he said with a smile and I nodded. Willing to wait. A minute later the door buzzed. "Head on back, she's in her office." 
 
    I walked through the now familiar space with none of my original discomfort.  
 
    What else can you get used to, simply by learning about it? 
 
    That idea occupied my thoughts as I walked back to her office. There were a few things that still made me uncomfortable. Maybe I should go learn about them rather than just fear them. I'd learned more than I expected from this. I tried to let that lesson sink into my mind. You only feared that which you didn't understand, so I'd have to try and understand more. My never-ending quest to learn and figure things out sharpened. Maybe someday I'd get the answers I craved.  
 
    Laurel looked up before I could even knock. "Hey, Cori. What brings you by? You decided you really do want to go to the police academy and are looking for a reference?" 
 
    The amount of hope in her voice surprised me. "Um, no. Still liking the EMT gig, though Saturday was a bit intense." 
 
    Laurel sighed then waved at her chair. "I heard. I also heard you did damn good. They usually avoid pulling newbies into that. It tends to rattle them, and I hear you didn't get rattled." 
 
    "Oh, I got rattled." I nodded vigorously. I couldn't remember the last time I'd been so worried about failing. "But the patients were what were more important and I tried my best." I shook my head, already feeling uncomfortable. "But that wasn't what I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted to talk about this." I slid her the envelope and the restraining order. 
 
    "What's this?" She asked even as she picked up the paperwork and began to read. A frown creased her face deeper and deeper as she read. "Well, fuck," Laurel muttered and I blinked. I couldn't remember ever hearing her cuss. "I'm sorry about this Cori. It never occurred to me they would trace it back to you. Give me a minute."  
 
    She continued to read, and I settled back in the chair looking at the photos that adorned the room. Most of them were of her and Martin, though there were one or two of her with a younger man and one with an older woman. I wanted to ask why she had never had children, but I managed to not blurt that out. Even I knew that wasn't my business. 
 
    "I swear, Cori, your parents are pieces of work. But here's the good news." She looked up, stacking the papers back up and putting them in the envelope. "Go to court, it's in June. Agree to not send anyone to spy on them or try to contact them in any way. Also agree to not try and contact Kris while he is a minor. But only while he is a minor." Her emphasis on this. "After he is eighteen, he has the right decide if he wants to contact you." 
 
    I looked at her, confused. "But I didn't ask anyone to spy in the first place." 
 
    Her grin would have made a shark envious. "Exactly. Which is why you can say that with perfect honestly. What other people do isn't your problem. You always knew he would have to make the choice to contact you prior to eighteen and maybe someday he can. But either way, you can go to court and agree to every one of their terms. Don't even bother with a lawyer, just agree to their terms. They have to prove if you break them and since you won't," she glared at me and I shook my head, "it won't be an issue." 
 
    She slid the papers back to me. "Bottom line. Don't worry about it. You didn't break any laws or even try to find them. You didn't do anything wrong."  
 
    The stress that had wrapped around my spine like kudzu released a little and it felt like an electric shock raced own my back. The picture frame on her desk fell backwards. We both turned to look at it and Laurel rolled her eyes then looked at me. 
 
    "You're sure?" I asked, trying not to look at the picture of her with the older woman, that now obviously had a crack running through the glass. 
 
    "Yes. Go to the meeting. Agree not to try to contact them or Kris until he is an adult. Do not agree to not speak to them. If they contact you, you can talk all you want. And then let it be. They aren't worth knowing and you have a decade really before Kris can make his own choices." 
 
    I nodded. It made sense and at this point I just didn't want to deal any more. In a decade, and didn't that seem like forever, I would start trying to see if he wanted to talk to me.  
 
    "Thanks. I just wanted to make sure." I rose from my chair, the paperwork in hand. 
 
    "Not an issue. You do have friends here, Cori, even if it seems like catastrophes follow you." She shot a wry look at her picture. 
 
    "Thanks. I'll get out of here before a tornado strikes." 
 
    Laurel cringed. "Don't even joke about that. I'm too scared it might happen." She was both serious and teasing at the same time. "By the way, Happy Birthday."  
 
    I ducked my head but smiled. "Thanks. See you later." 
 
    I walked out of the police station, my whole being feeling lighter. I'd file everything when I got to the apartment. I had little doubt I'd pass the exam, and Bruce told me I'd graduate. Sally had agreed to start letting me practice in the back lot driving the ambulance to help with the course after I graduated. And best of all, I was heading over to the Guzman's for my birthday dinner. 
 
    Pain flashed through my skull and I groaned for a second, then it faded.  I shook my head.  Where had that come from? 
 
    A strange sound up in the sky made me look up and there Elsba hung, wings beating like a hummingbird, a strange ripple behind her. Before I could focus too much she darted down behind buildings and disappeared as did the ripple in the air.  
 
    Magic will never make sense to me, or be anything I use, but it sure is fascinating. 
 
    I laughed and headed home. The last challenge I had was to find a job in Atlanta so Jo and I could start our lives as true adults. My faith was higher than it had been six months ago.  
 
    Finally, my life was on track and no one would be able to tell me what to do. And I'd leave behind all the oddities that followed me. My life was about to begin. 
 
    I still had questions. Who was Kori Munroe? How was Kris? Why did Stevie die? What did my strange dream/memories mean? But with a good job and time, I'd be able to find all my answers. Right at that moment, I just wanted dinner, flan, and time with my chosen family. 
 
    Everything else would wait until I had to deal with it. 
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    The job outlook for those who chose not to give in to the seduction of magic is poor. While people were once discriminated against because of their skin color, now it is your ability to use magic. Stop the bias now. Treat all people equal. ~ Freedom from Magic 
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    I really miss the Rockway 911 operators. 
 
    My thought turned wry as I leaned against the faded brick wall, the heat of the day soaking into my skin, and gazed at the scene in front of me. Even after so many dead and almost dead bodies, this one made my skin crawl and I didn't want to get any closer. Normally I wanted to investigate, figure out how they were killed, make sure there was nothing I could have done to help. But this one, I didn't even want to be as close as I was. I swallowed again, really wishing I had a soda. Carbonation might scour the fear out of my throat. 
 
    "You're reporting a dead body?" The person, woman I thought, asked on the other end. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Location?" 
 
    I rattled that off, even as I tried to shake off the chills washing through my body. It was ninety-five with eighty-three percent humidity. Chills should not have even been part of my being. Instead I wanted to back up further into the sunshine and bake the cold out of my soul. I pressed back harder against the wall, a lizard seeking heat.  
 
    "Is the death by natural causes?" 
 
    "Not even remotely," my tone bleak as I said that. Part of me wanted to run away, but I stayed, my mind projecting the image of the young woman nailed to a White Pine with strange circles surrounding her. I couldn't get it to go away even if now I looked at the park from an angle where you couldn't see anything. 
 
    The way she had been killed screamed ritual magic, but that was all I knew. Ritual magic, possible. I didn't know another damn thing. I really needed more hours in the day to learn more but right now medical stuff was still my focus. If I didn't get a job soon, my savings would start dwindling and every day that passed caused my stress to ramp up a bit more. 
 
    "Have you performed lifesaving activities?" The operator had no personality, but right now my uneasiness didn't even allow for snark. Though I suspected I'd be lashing out when the cops showed up and treated me like an idiot. 
 
    "No." My voice flat. "And I will not. You don't want an ambulance. You need investigators, forensics, and a coroner."  
 
    And maybe the FBI or some other group. OMO? 
 
    The operator's voice got frostier. "And who are you to say what is needed?" 
 
    That got through my apathy, and shock and I snapped back. "The person looking at a twenty something year old young woman nailed to a tree with her heart and eyes missing. Her face cut up and peeled off, and I'm pretty sure her fingerprints were removed from the amount of blood that dripped from the tips of her hands. So yes, I'm sure an ambulance won't help her." 
 
    There was a long pause on the other end, then in a much nicer voice. "Please provide your name and contact number for the officers that are arriving."  
 
    I could hear the sirens in the distance as I provided that. Over her protests, I hung up. I needed a few minutes to gather myself before dealing with the circus that was about to begin. It felt like the sightless face stared at me, but I knew it wasn't. She couldn't see me on the other side of the tree. Right?  
 
    I'd been out walking around the area of our apartment and got a bit lost. I wasn't that worried about it, figuring getting lost now and then was part of the fun. I'd gone down an alley, and it opened up into a tiny park that reminded me of the ones I'd seen in Savannah when I visited a long time ago. 
 
    Smiling, I'd headed in when the scent of blood hit me - that coppery sweet scent that etches across your soul, or at least had across mine. I'd frozen, then turned and saw her on the tree not twenty feet from me. You would never see her until you walked into the park. From the outside, nothing gave away what the trees hid. Nothing to let you know a woman had died there. 
 
    Her hands were lifted above her head and nailed to the tree, holding her body in place. The killer had peeled her skin away from her face, leaving torn and bleeding flesh, plus two holes where her eyes should have been. Her button-up shirt was open, revealing the hole in her chest. Her hands were a bloody mess, as if they had been peeled also. She looked like something out of a horror movie, but I was the one looking at her.  
 
    I'd backed out to the safety of the walls of the buildings, leaning against them for a long time until I could hold the phone without my hand shaking. With the other deaths I'd seen none of them had this level of darkness, of horror to them. 
 
    And here I thought that part of my life was done. Stupid for thinking that I guess.  
 
    I didn't have time for much more as sirens, the squeal of tires and slamming of doors occurred behind me. 
 
    They don't know you: be calm, no attitude. Getting thrown in jail your second week in Atlanta would not be a good thing.  
 
    "Did you call in the report? There's a dead body?" A youngish cop asked and I saw his partner - older, black, with a definite Danny Glover in Lethal Weapon vibe. He wasn't doing anything to risk his retirement.  
 
    The idea made my lips twitch; I needed the humor but I kept my hands at my side and nodded. "Yes. In there, against the tree." 
 
    The young man looked around, jumping at the rustle of the leaves in the trees. I don't know if my being so calm helped or hurt. "Stay right there," he snapped out the order, moving sideways into the small park, his gun aimed low. I knew the second he saw her. He started to retch and sprinted back towards me, hitting the opposite wall and losing everything he'd eaten. Unfortunately, I now knew he'd had a sandwich for lunch. What little appetite I'd had fled completely.  
 
    After he managed to stand up, his partner, who must have gone back to the car while the younger cop avoided contaminating the evidence, handed him a bottle of water. After rinsing his mouth he looked at me, eyes hard.  
 
    "Why don't I see your stomach contents anywhere?" His voice accusatory. I wanted to sigh. If I'd killed her, I would not have called it in nor would I have left the body anyplace so obvious, or at least so public. 
 
    "I've seen worse," I said, my voice noncommittal. Going into my weird life, not to mention I wasn't sure if this was body fourteen or eighteen, it depended on if you counted the dead people I'd seen while working, would not make them feel any better. Though I hadn't seen worse, not really, but death didn't make me throw up. So I left it at that. Besides, the guy with his bones turned to mush really had been worse. He'd still been alive. 
 
    "Oh? And how's that?" His hand had tightened on his gun, and his partner, who still hadn't said a damn word was looking around the scene but hadn't stepped in far enough get the full the impact of her presentation. That word surprised me. It was a presentation, but to who or what? The people that found her or did it mean something for whatever ritual she'd been used in. 
 
    Again, this isn't something I want to get in the middle of.  
 
    The glare of the officer reminded me I hadn't answered him, so I told him the truth. "I'm a paramedic." 
 
    Something flickered in his face, but he relaxed. "Okay. You got ID?" That started the whole ball rolling. Two hours later after answering what seemed like a million questions, all my personal information taken, they let me go 
 
    I headed back to the apartment and glad Jo was out doing orientation today. She might not notice I'd been gone all day. Even though the thought of food made my stomach churn, I swung by the Kroger, a local grocery store, to grab something for a simple dinner. While cooking quesadillas insured I would burn them to a crisp or they would not cook at all, Jo could get them perfect in a few minutes. Loaded down with bags I climbed the three flights to our apartment. Maybe by this evening I'd be able to eat. I really didn't need to lose any more weight. 
 
    "Well, hello there," a voice drawled. I'd been focusing on trying to get the door open, without letting any of the bags slip, so his words startled me. By some miracle the door popped open and I stumbled in not backwards. Straightening up, I turned to see a man, probably about five ten as he looked taller than Jo, leaning against the doorframe of the apartment opposite of us. 
 
    "Uh hi." Both hands were full, I had to pee, and I wanted to get some caffeine. The questioning had worn me out but I still wasn't used to wasting money on drinks when I could make my own, better, iced coffee at home.  
 
    "So, you must be my new neighbors? I'd heard there were two sexy women who had moved into our little building. Nice to see my options are looking up." 
 
    I felt like an idiot. Whatever I was into, he wasn't it. "Thanks, I think. Look, I have to get these put away. I'll see you around?" 
 
    I felt rude as all get out but my bladder was threatening to rupture right there. I shut the door on his surprised look. I dumped the grocery bags on the table and all but sprinted to the bathroom. Ten minutes later, feeling mostly human and with all the groceries put away without spilling or breaking anything, I looked around the apartment.  
 
    It still felt odd and like I was visiting but the two bath, two-bedroom apartment was nice. Marisol and Henri had helped us move. There were two desks in the living room and a tv against one wall with a futon couch. Jo's idea. She enjoyed cuddling and I loved being held by her. Besides, it made falling asleep on the couch easier. Each bedroom was small but with decent closets, and both bathrooms had a tub and a separate shower, which had been major selling points for both of us. Long baths were a major luxury and one I hadn't been able to indulge in for years. 
 
    But I still felt like I needed to keep it neat. Henri, knowing my life, had double secured everything we put in. Bookcases, pictures, the desks, and made sure there were anti-static mats under the chairs. All in all they had Cori proofed it as much as possible. 
 
    The desire to go research ritual magic and try to figure out what that poor girl died for dragged me to the computer, but I realized I needed to check my current job applications, and then apply for more, ranked higher on my must do list. 
 
    I was trying very hard not to let my lack of a job get to me. It was July 24th. School started August 5th and I really didn't want to destroy what savings I had before I got started. Granted, it had only been two weeks. After graduating with honors, acing the paramedics exam, and getting my certification to drive ambulances, I didn't know what else to do to make myself employable. I started considering getting a job at the local coffee chain but it felt too much like accepting defeat. The court date with my parents had been anti-climatic. They hadn't shown, just sent a lawyer. I agreed I would not instigate communication with them until Kris was over eighteen but I didn't say I wouldn't communicate. It gave me an opening, and someday I'd hear from him again. 
 
    With a deep breath and a forced positive attitude, I logged onto my email and started going through it. One of them was from Ruby EMS. I clicked on it, figuring another form rejection letter. I'd seen enough of those lately that it was becoming depression. I was about to click the delete button when the words on the email registered.  
 
    "We would like you to come in for an interview about the open position we have at Ruby EMS for a paramedic on July 26th at 9:00 am. Please confirm if you will make this interview." 
 
    Merlin's balls, yes! 
 
    I leaned back and tried to center myself. Then I slowly responded, indicating my acceptance and that I would enjoy meeting with them on Friday. Hitting sending had me up and dancing across the room, then flopping backwards on the couch with a grin.  
 
    I gave myself a whole ten minutes of glee. Then I reminded myself an interview was not a job offer. With a groan, and pushing down a spurt of worry, I got back up and went through the rest of my email. There were no other interview requests, but no rejections either. I'd take that as a win. The next hour I applied to three more jobs, carefully attaching my scores, my internship, and my letters of recommendation to all of them. It had only been a week, but I'd find something. I had to. 
 
    The blast of chimes from my phone startled me and at the same time I saw the lock to the door turning. I smiled at Jo as she walked in, looking pumped and tired, as I answered the phone. 
 
    "Hello?" I didn't recognize the number, but when you were job hunting, you answered every call and checked your voice mail obsessively. 
 
    "Cori Munroe?" It was a male voice, officious with nothing about it to imply anything. I suspected it was a cop.  
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "This is Detective Leon Stone. We would like for you come down to the station tomorrow and give us an official statement. Are you available at nine-thirty in the morning?" 
 
    Tomorrow I could do. Friday would have been problematic. 
 
    "Yes, I came come in then. Address?" 
 
    A minute later I hung up to see Jo looking at me with a funny expression on her face. 
 
    "Why do I think that was the police?" 
 
    A wave of guilt hit me and I pushed it down. I didn't exactly ask for weird stuff to happen to me. It just did, and I dealt with it the best I could. 
 
    "Because it was?" I responded, unsure. Her expression had me worried. 
 
    "Yes!" A huge grin split her face. "I knew you'd find trouble in a place like Atlanta." She settled onto the futon, looking at me expectantly. "You tell me your story and I'll tell you about the campus." 
 
    I laughed. Leaning back, we exchanged stories of the day. It felt good and when she heard about my job interview, I'm pretty sure the whoop she gave out would have gotten people complaining at us if they weren't all still at work.  
 
    While it didn't wash away what I'd seen that day, I felt myself center, with her as one half of the grounding force. I had this. I just knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The OMO announced today it would petition in front of the UN to remove sanctions against Mages Serving at the highest levels in many governments. They point out that mages are some of the most educated people in the world. Why hurt your own country by preventing their service? ~ Magicial Politics 
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    Why do they keep asking me the same questions? 
 
    I had shown up willing to help and answer what I could, not that I knew anything. However, by this point I wanted to beat my head on the table, wishing I could just call Laurel or Sam and have them talk to the cops. 
 
    Detective Stone, an older man with dark coffee-colored skin but a slim nose which implied multiple genotypes, met me as soon as I gave them my name. I had a sinking feeling when he just sneered at me. But the girl deserved my best, so I worked toon keep my smart mouth to myself, . At least that was my intention. After two hours I struggled to keep that idea in mind. It didn't matter what I said. He kept insinuating that I had some ulterior purpose for being there and surely I had something to do with the body.  
 
    He annoyed me so much if I'd been a mage I would have done something creative, like turned his clothes into paper. Besides, how stupid would you have to be to commit such a gruesome murder and then just call the police? I thought it would take longer than I'd been alive to grow balls that size. But they had managed to make my desire to be helpful and polite crumble into ashes by this point. And I needed more coffee.  
 
    "What I don't understand is why you were in that park. It is all but abandoned. Why would a pretty girl like you be walking around such a place?" His voice carried an innuendo that I'd been there for illicit activities. I'd tried to be polite but at this point I just wanted to stab him. With that last comment my temper snapped with an audible sound. That or I had started to crack. Could have been either one.  
 
    "Officer Stone. At this point if you don't understand what I mean by the words 'walk around' and 'explore' then I can't help you."  
 
    "It's Detective Stone, and you look here, young lady…" I cut him off. It turns out spending five weeks with cops that like you and make sure you understand exactly what the law does and doesn't allow can be extremely useful. 
 
    "No. You have my statement. I have been here for three hours. I've answered every variation of question you could ask. You have my statement about where I bought coffee not an hour before I made the call. You know where I live. So, unless I am under arrest I am leaving. Now." I gave him a level stare, my hands flat on the table so he couldn't see them tremble. "Am I under arrest?" 
 
    "No," he admitted slowly, glancing up at the clock. "You aren't. But you haven't answered the question about ritual magic." 
 
    "What question about ritual magic? I'm not a mage. You checked with the OMO." I didn't have to even ask to know they had done that. The OMO connected to every law agency. They ran your OMO status just like they ran your license looking for warrants.  
 
    "Technically you don't need to be a mage to do ritual magic. You can use it if you know the forms and how to channel it." 
 
    I'm sure I had a stupid look on my face. I hadn't heard that, and now I wanted to ask more questions. Normal people could do magic? Then the image of the girl flashed in front of me again and I fought a shudder. No. I had no desire to do anything with ritual magic if it required that sort of thing. 
 
    "That may be. However I had nothing to do with her. I didn't lay her out all presented for her photos. So while you keep wasting time with me, the person behind this is getting farther away." 
 
    I couldn’t get it out of my head: her shirt, flowing yellow with green flowers on the edge, new jeans that were still bright with blue dye, long curly hair that looked like she'd taken time to style it. It had to have been styled or the humidity would have frizzed it out. But mostly it was her face: no make-up, blood dripping from both eyes, the skin peeled to reveal muscle and bone, and a mouth open in a silent scream. The perfect image. I could almost visualize the movie poster it was for, and I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry. 
 
    "What do you mean 'lay her out' for her photo?" His voice sharp as he leaned forward, pinning me with eyes that looked like buckeyes. 
 
    Crap, I said that. I really didn't mean to. At least not out loud. 
 
    I blinked rapidly to get my emotions back under control and let a sigh escape. "Even the cops on the scene would have been able to see how she was laid out. The pine tree's lower branches draping to frame her with no obstructions. She was there to be found and photographed. Do you know why?" That question slipped out and I tensed, waiting for the next attack, but the detective didn't jump on it. 
 
    "What do you know about the symbols used?" 
 
    I blinked at him. "Again, I'm not a mage,  so nothing. I wouldn't know the difference between magical symbols, Norse runes, or Tolkein's elvish." 
 
    He glared at me. "This isn't a joke or something out a book." 
 
    "No, but you sure are acting like the stereotypical cop, too stupid to not know the person in front of you is just the red herring to distract the audience while the real bad guy is getting away. Heck, now that I think of it, I can think of at least three episodes on Law and Order: Magical Investigation Unit that had this same story line." He flushed red, which was interesting under his dark skin, and opened his mouth. I spoke first. "So, as I believe you said, I'm not under arrest. Unless you have something to charge me with?" 
 
    He growled looked at his watch, then back at me. I sensed another stall, but I was done.  
 
    "Are you charging me?" 
 
    "No," the word sounded like I had dragged it out of him. 
 
    "Wonderful. Then I am leaving." I pushed up from the table, turned, and headed towards the door. My hand was wrapped around the handle when he spoke behind me. 
 
    "Don't leave town. We might have more questions." 
 
    "Considering I just moved here, I hadn't planned on it. But if this is the level of professional courtesy I can expect, I might change my mind." I pushed the door open and strode out, amazed that my knees didn't buckle from stress. They made being brave and telling authority to suck it look so easy on TV and in stories. I kept expecting someone to grab me and make me stay, tell me they had evidence linking me to the crime. Or something. Right now, I just wanted away from here, and the way it felt like everyone was staring at me. 
 
    I headed out, not waiting for anyone to show me out. My habit of mapping out places as I entered helped, that and the fact that most police stations seemed to have similar layouts. The exit was up ahead and I heard people mutter as I walked through. My temper and frustration were boiling over, and I couldn't help but smirk as one of the coffeepots cracked in a snap of electricity and smoke started rising from it. That got everyone's attention away from me. This time I just was glad for the weird stuff and I headed for the exit.  
 
    The lobby was full of people. No one paid attention to me and that was all that mattered. The clear glass doors from the entry area beckoned me and I felt a spring in my step as escape stood just a short distance away. I pushed out the doors to the muggy Atlanta air and stepped out. The wave of thick wet air mixed with exhaust and sewer smells almost made me miss the icy air conditioning and vague stale smoke smell of the station. Almost. I stood there for a moment, getting my bearings. A man approached from the opposite direction I needed to go caught my attention. He stalked, not walked or strolled, and his intent look was so focused I expected the cement sidewalk to melt as he came my way. I didn't think he was cute or sexy, but he had a face that promised character. Good or bad character I didn't know. Something about him made me think he'd be a formidable enemy. 
 
    He glanced up at me, his eyes focused on my temple, and I waited for the normal dismissal, but this time he frowned at me. His stare was more confused than intense as he kept moving forward. I'd had enough drama for one day. Shaking my head and trying to rid myself of the frustration that coated me like ash, I headed down the steps and down the street the other direction. I wanted to walk the area around Ruby and prep for the interview tomorrow. 
 
    I dismissed him and the other cops from my mind as I walked. The streets were starting to look familiar and after watching the Atlanta traffic, I was just as glad that I didn't have a car. The drivers were all kamikaze mages, acting like they could survive everything and anything. 
 
    That is how I spent the rest of the afternoon. The areas I walked through were much creepier than I was used to. In the middle of the day I didn't feel unsafe just out of place though, partially because of my skin color, my gender, and just the fact that I still didn't feel at home here. However, from a few of the glances from the men loitering on the streets I thought maybe a self-defense or a martial arts class for both Jo and me might not be a bad idea. I had no desire to be a victim and not acting like one was the best choice. I could punch decently, Stinky had taught both of us. The best way to stop a guy and how to throw a decent punch, but I had no illusions that most men weighed double what I did and were stronger. 
 
    I really need to join a gym. Or at least start using the one at apartment complex.  
 
    I beat Jo home by a whole five minutes. She walked in the door, an odd look on her face. She'd spent the day doing placement tests, seeing where she rated and what classes she needed to get caught up on.  
 
    "Hey. Tests over?" I was still a bit out of sorts from the police station. She glanced up at me and for a moment I thought she would say something. She had a look of something on her face: Worry? Fear? Sorrow? Stress? Then it disappeared and she smiled. 
 
    "Meh, tests. They always suck. I mean really, who remembers who shot who to start World War Two? And if I need to know what time a train will get here, I pull it up online."  
 
    "Gavros fried the Archduke Ferdinand with lightning, and that was World War One, not Two. Two is a lot harder to nail down. And I completely agree with you about trains and using an app. Besides, since when has a train ever kept a constant rate of speed. Idiots keep laying on the tracks." That had been a call that was up there with falling guy. Having your legs severed because you laid down on the track had to be way up there in the stupidity levels. No, the train won't stop. 
 
    "Show off. I swear, don't you forget anything? I can never keep that stuff straight and how does knowing it make me a good or bad mage? I'm a math person, not a words person." There was something odd about how she said it and I frowned looking at her. "Ignore me. Grumpy. I hate tests. Taco's for dinner?" 
 
    "As long as you don't make them super hot. I have the interview tomorrow. I don't need to emit toxic fumes." 
 
    "Spoilsport. If they all die as they talk to you, doesn't that mean you have the job?" 
 
    "I don't think it works that way. Though I'm not sure they could charge me with murder for that." I sighed glaring at her. "Now I have to go look that up. Thanks. Not." 
 
    Jo snickered and headed for the kitchen. "Go look it up and let me know. I'll get tacos going." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    After the Civil War the US barely held together. The government looked at what was going on all over the world. Mages were battling each other. They had become almost currency between nations, and their lives were very short as learning to control offerings and make sure they only gave what they could afford to had yet to become the science it is now. Then Rudyard Kipling wrote a story that sent shock waves through the political world and started the idea of the draft. ~ History of Magic 
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    The next morning I called a rideshare. My bank account was good so I needed to quit stressing every expense. Showing up to an interview hot and sweaty would not make a good first impression. 
 
    I got there at least fifteen minutes early. At least I knew I looked decent. For my birthday present, Marisol had bought me an interview outfit. Nice black slacks, two different blouses, and a suit jacket. The shirts were silk, and I was super paranoid about getting anything on them, so there was no coffee after I put them on. Which mean I spent all morning walking around the apartment in my bra and slacks. Jo found it amusing. I just flipped her off and inhaled my coffee, then went to pee twice before leaving.  
 
    "Please wait in here. Your interviewer will be in shortly." A young man, obviously with better things to do than deal with job applicants, ushered me into a room that had seen better days. I had hoped for a document to read or something. The room was almost sterile and ugly, with scraped up beige walls and chairs that had seen better days. 
 
    My tension, worry, and every other emotion in my mind twisted together until I felt like a cat on a live wire. I had to keep doing breathing exercises. My first interview. I could do this. 
 
    A brisk knock on the door pulled me out of my swirl and an older woman walked in. At nine thirty on a Friday morning she had circles under her eyes. Her hair was coming out of its bun, the streaks of gray ugly against her sallow complexion. If I had to guess, not enough sleep and too much stress.  
 
    "You Corisande Munroe?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," I responded in a bright affirmative tone. I tried very hard to project pep and energy, not worry and nervousness. 
 
    She arched one brow as she sat down on the chair across from me. "You're applying for the paramedic position. Did you bring your certifications?" 
 
    I slide the originals across with a pang of worry. Those were the proof of everything I'd done. Not that I thought she'd do anything to them, and it wasn't like I couldn't pay to get a new one, but still. 
 
    "Letters of reference?" 
 
    This time I slide across copies. The originals were safe in the fire box Henri had given us. Along with all the important paperwork.  
 
    She spent some time going through them, which confused me as I'd attached everything to the application, but the last time I had been on a job interview was for the Grind Down. 
 
    "Everything looks in order. Your references are glowing. I called and talked to Sally Chang earlier today." 
 
    That surprised me as she had acted like she'd never seen this before. My face must have betrayed my surprise because she gave me a half shrug. "I like to see who comes in prepared. If you prepare for the little things, the odds are you're prepared for the important stuff." 
 
    She slid the documents back to me and opened up another folder, counting paperwork. I waited for questions, for something, but she just nodded after a minute then looked up at me. 
 
     "Can you start on August 5th? There are two days of orientation, paperwork, and training. Then you will be on rotating twelves. The current opening is for the twelve-hour shift, though with seniority you can apply to the ten or eight hours as positions come up. This opening is from seven am to seven pm. Is that acceptable?" 
 
    Dear gods. Mornings again. Why me? 
 
    I let the idea of sleeping until eight or nine, drinking my coffee at a leisurely pace, fade into a fantasy. Instead, I fought to keep my snark under control. 
 
    "That's it? You don't want to ask me any questions? See if I will fit in?" No matter what, I didn't think interviews went like this. There was no way the premier hospital in Atlanta would hire me, not without testing me to make sure I could handle it. This had to be a joke or another test. 
 
    She just looked at me, seeming older than what I suspected she was. "Cori, not to be mean or dash your hopes because I know you're young, but no one cares if you fit in. If you show up, do the job, and don't wash out in the first month, everyone will regard it as a win. Our turnover rate is so high that if you don't suck, you'll move through the ranks quickly. We get the worst calls, the ones where the death rate is over 25%. We gave up trying to select only the best of the best; they don't last any longer than the ones that are just competent. There is a world of difference between being able to do the technical aspects of the job and deal with the day-to-day emotions. To know people call sometimes because they were too lazy to go get more insulin and would rather go to the ER for diabetic reasons, then pry dead bodies out of a car, and still be ready to go to the next call is what we need." The images of the boy in the back seat of the car, Bobby, flashed through my mind.  
 
    "At the end of the day, you have the skills. If you can make it in this job, which Sally seems to think you will, then we'll be happy to have you. The question is, do you want the job?" 
 
    Her question hung in the air, and I blinked. Of course I wanted the job. This was my dream. 
 
    "Yes. I want the job." 
 
    The hint of a smile softened here face. "Excellent. Then the starting salary is 17.80 an hour. Performance reviews and raises every ninety days until you are at 18.50 an hour. Then reviews go to twice a year. Here is the list of infractions and how you should deal with them." She gave me a look to imply I could ask questions now if I wanted. 
 
    I'm starting at over 17.80 an hour. Holy moly, I'm rich. Even with the max of everything taken out, I will have money. Like lots of money.  
 
    At Grind Down I was the highest paid at 9.50 an hour. On good weeks I'd get another fifty or so in tips. But to make this much money, even before taxes? I locked my jaw so my shock wouldn't show. I shook my head mutely at her questioning look, still shell shocked, and resisting the desire to jump up and down in excitement. 
 
    She pulled a sheet out of the stack. "Here's where to be. The first day is mostly the bullshit stuff. The second is all the mandatory training for Ruby Medical. You'll be told where to get a uniform." Her eyes ran up and down my body, but there was nothing personal in them. "Your size is average enough, the location listed on your sheet should have some in stock without a need for a special order. Shoe requirements, hygiene requirements, and other dress codes are all listed. Good luck." With a huff of effort she pushed herself up from the table and headed out the door without a backwards glance. 
 
    I sat there, looking at everything she'd shoved at me, and frowned. Weren't you supposed to be excited when you got a job? Your first job as a real adult. I didn't know how I felt. Shaking my head, I got up, gathered all the paper, and put it neatly back in my bag. I headed out and winced as the door behind me popped off the hinges.  
 
    "Dammit. Someone call maintenance to fix that damn door. This is the third time this month it's done that." A voice in the office called out behind me and I sagged in relief. At least maybe that weird thing was not weird, it was just a thing. I could live with that. I ignored the desire to scratch my head. 
 
    I got another ride home. No way was I about to mess up my good clothes. I walked into an empty apartment, changed and then just sat there, strangely off kilter. I had my first job. I started in a week. Now what. 
 
    For the first time in a very long time I had nothing to do for more than a week. What a weird feeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    While no one has captured a unicorn, it is widely agreed they do exist. And the only know dragon is not available for study. However, knowing something exists and KNOWING are two different things. Which means most magical creatures reside as something mythical and rare. ~History of Magic 
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    Today. I start my new job, my new life, today. 
 
    The thought kept running through my mind and it took everything I had not to skip, which at six in the morning had to be something approaching a miracle. I figured it'd wear off fast, so I might as well enjoy it while I could. 
 
    Jo didn't talk about her tests, and I didn't push her. Who enjoyed taking tests? We spent our week exploring the neighborhood, going to all the touristy things we'd never done, and even splurged on a day at Six Flags. I cringed as I spent the money, but we had a blast. We took the time to get a few more things for the apartment, run back up to see her family, and get me four sets of jumpsuits and better socks. I'd learned quickly that thick socks were a must when you were in the boots all day. They made life much more pleasant. Even if paying almost twenty dollars a pair hurt, Sally had convinced me it was money well spent. 
 
    While Jo and I spent a lot of time together, she never mentioned how she did on the placement tests, but I didn't worry about it. Jo was a whiz at so many things, though I seemed to remember only average grades in any class not focused on math.  
 
    Jo started school on Monday but she, unlike me, didn't have to be there until nine am. The first two days I showed up at eight and did paperwork and training. I don't know what I expected, but mounds of disclaimers, acknowledgments, watching videos about harassment, reporting, diversity, ergonomics, and other things that made no sense at all given my job were not it, though the hazardous chemicals one at least made me think.  
 
    It was a waste of sixteen hours, but I got paid. My nerves were in such a state I couldn't even drink my coffee that morning as I reached the station. I’d spent part of the prior week learning the bus routes and getting a Marta Pass.  
 
    Standing outside, I looked up at Ruby Hospital. They had three teams running the twelve shifts, then two each on the ten and eight-hour ones, but that meant most of the time you had five teams, a number that seemed huge to me compared to Rockway. But this was Atlanta. I stood looking at all the bays with their doors down, and then the door that said staff.  
 
    I double checked the badge in my hand, verifying it said my name and had my picture. Then I took a deep breath and walked in. My jumpsuit was in my bag though my boots were on. I'd been considering letting my hair grow just so I could do ponytails. They seemed easier, and my lack of mage status would be very obvious at that point.  
 
    Stepping in I looked around, this place would be my home, for a while at least. At least that was my intent. I had entered a narrow hallway, or at least it felt narrow. One side was all lockers and benches, the other side had two doors leading to what looked like offices. One of them read Shift Supervisor, the other read Department manager.  
 
    I checked my paperwork again, verifying it said to present myself to the Department Manager, one Donald Smith. I swallowed and knocked on the closed door. The frosted window prevented me from seeing if anyone sat inside. 
 
    "It's open," a voice called, and I blew out a sigh of relief. At least someone was here. I turned the knob and stepped in. It was a smallish office, about the size of Laurel Amosen's, and set up about the same, except for the addition of a bookcase full of binders. The man sitting next to the desk had looked up as I stepped in. He was older, at least fifty, with pasty skin and with the florid nose I'd learned to associate with someone who drank way too much, way too often. He also had reddish blond hair that was thinning rapidly and dark brown eyes that speared into me like a weapon. 
 
    "Who're you?" His voice had the mushy southern drawl that my parents had prevented in me, at least when they paid attention. It didn't help that he seemed to be missing at least two of his front teeth, maybe three.  
 
    "Cori Munroe. I'm starting today?" 
 
    Wouldn't you be expecting a new employee? Please tell me he knew I was coming. 
 
    My nerves stretched as he just stared at me, not saying anything. I kept myself from shifting uncomfortably, but I could feel my skin starting to burn with nerves. 
 
    "Great. Another complete newbie. How old are you?" 
 
    I was  surprised and confused. Didn't he have my birth date on the paperwork? I answered. "Twenty-one, sir." 
 
    "Merlin save me. At least you can drink. Might keep you alive. Got your badge?" He asked as he pushed himself to his feet, revealing a belly that strained the buttons of his light blue oxford shirt. 
 
    Wordlessly I held up my badge, thrown off balance again.  
 
    He grunted. "Follow me. I'm Don Smith. I make sure your timesheets are completed, reports filed, and competencies kept up to date. My favorite type of employee is the one I never need to talk to. Do what I ask you to do the first time and I don't give a damn about anything else, as long as you don't kill anyone. You got your stuff?"  
 
    This time I raised my bag, swallowing. I felt like I was walking through a minefield. All my experience with Molly had not prepared me for this. I took a deep breath. I had this. First days at any job were always tricky. 
 
    "Here's your locker." He pointed to one without a name or a lock on it. I memorized the number, 13. Did that mean good or bad things? "Get a lock, make sure it isn't more than a quarter-inch thick so when you quit, cutting it off isn't an issue."  
 
    I glanced at him but he just stated it the way you'd state to remember to fill up the ambulance before going off shift.  
 
    "Be here at least ten minutes early. Listen to your senior partner. If in doubt, do what he tells you and argue with your shift supervisor after the fact. You'll get your schedule before you leave today. You may rotate partners depending on multiple things you don't need to worry about. For your first month or so, it's Jorge Roland." He pronounced it the Mexican way, with an h.  
 
    "Jorge, your new partner is here," Don called out as we walked into an open area. At one end was a kitchen with a large table in the middle, with more lockers and storage against the wall between here and the bays. The main area looked like a large living room, with a table against the back wall. There were two doors to what I figured were bathrooms, but I made a note to myself to double check. To my right was more lockers and a bench in front of them. Most of them had boots or bags in front of them, waiting to go. There were three people in the room. The one that rose and headed my way was a man with skin the color of an americano; pale but rich, with shocking white hair and eyes so pale blue, the combination confused me.  
 
    "Great. I get a newbie? Not even a low mage? What did I do to make you hate me Smith?" The man, Jorge I figured, didn't whine, but it didn't sound like a joke either. If anything, it sounded the way I felt when I found grounds in my cup of coffee. He had a lyrical tone to his voice, and it might have been pleasant, except for the look on his face as he looked at me. 
 
    "Don't look at me. You're short and this is what HR sent over. You know how they feel about us. Have fun. Don't break her on the first shift. I need at least a week for them to go through other applicants." 
 
    "Have fun, Munroe. If you break, please don't leave body fluids everywhere. I hate having to get this place cleaned." With that he turned and walked back to his office, leaving me standing there feeling about three inches tall. My scalp burned and there was a click and a rattle and about two cups of ice spit out of the fridge door in the kitchen. 
 
    "Well, hells. What is up with this blasted fridge?" A woman, tall with dark brown hair in a horse mane style said as she pulled herself up from where she was reading and stalked over to pick it up. 
 
    "Whatever. "So, name? Munroe?" Jorge asked, looking at me as if I was the worst thing he'd ever seen. 
 
    "Cori Munroe. Hi." I put on my best smile but I could feel it shake. 
 
    "Whatever. Do your job, don't get in my way, don't toss your cookies on patients or in the rig. Don't drink or do drugs in a way that I notice. And don't ask to drive. That isn't happening." He scanned me up and down and shook his head. "Get dressed, we're on in five minutes." He turned and walked away, leaving me standing there. The other two people, one of them was the woman cleaning up ice. The other was a man with lightly tanned skin and tight curly black hair who glanced at me then away, focusing back on what he was doing. 
 
    I will not slink. I will not let them see I give a damn what they think. 
 
    The pep talked helped a bit, and I walked back to my locker, I'd brought a lock. It had been on the list of things I'd probably need. I pulled on my jumpsuit, though I left it mostly unzipped. I wouldn't roast in the current temperature, but it wasn't cool, and I knew how quickly the jumpsuits got hot. No need to get myself worn out before I started. I slipped my phone in a pocket and clipped my badge on. I had brought little besides a few pieces of jerky and a granola bar. Enough that I could get by if we didn't have time to eat.  
 
    Now that I was here, and my nerves were about to explode. I needed caffeine. I headed to the kitchen, seeing an old coffee maker. And by old I meant it was a percolator, in poor condition. 
 
    "Is it okay if I make coffee?" I asked the room in general, though I was rapidly learning that around here, asking might not be the best way to go. Just doing it and waiting for someone to yell at me might be better.  
 
    "Whatever. We don't rate a real coffee pot. What I want is a pod coffee maker, but these jerks keep breaking them." It was the woman, and I just nodded. I dug and found a decent amount of ground coffee. It was stale, but it would do, especially as I found cinnamon. I scrubbed out the percolator as the bottom looked like sludge from the last decade, then started it brewing. It had just started as a bell ran and I flinched. 
 
    "Shift notification. Don't worry about it," the man said. I needed to be introduced to people but right then I didn't care. I was watching the coffee, my mug waiting for its life-giving effects. As the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee with hints of cinnamon filled the air, I heard another vehicle enter the bay. A minute later the door banged open behind me then there was another loud crash.  
 
    "What by the planes?" A voice yelled, at the same time another yelled, "Shit." 
 
    I whirled, surprised, and looked as two people - men, dark hair, and exhausted was all I could get the impression of, stood staring at the door laying on the floor.  
 
    "Someone, go get Smith. I swear this place will fall down around us someday. How hard would it be to get decent maintenance?" one man muttered as he stalked in. He froze and tilted his head, sniffing. "Is that honest to god coffee I smell?" 
 
    I paused, my better nature warring with my need for caffeine. My selfish nature won, and I really didn't care. "Yes," I said as I filled my mug. It was a big pot, there should be enough, but I wasn't about to risk going without. "I made it. Help yourself." Part of me wanted to offer to serve them, but Marisol had counseled me against it. She'd told me if I started out serving, I'd never break that image or that role.  
 
    "Start as you want to continue, Cori. Don't let anyone treat you like a servant."  
 
    Her words rang in my head and I stepped back, taking a sip. Not perfect, but damn decent. I needed to bring better grinds, but not yet. I'd wait more and see how this place worked out. I could always bring a small French press to make my own coffee if I needed to. 
 
    "Me first. My newbie, I get to taste it first." Jorge appeared as if teleported and poured a huge mug. He took a tentative sip, then another one. "Not bad. Nice to see you're good for something." 
 
    Jorge's words, crankiness, and nerves drove my response. "Be nice. Or I'll only make enough for what I pour in my mug. I'll help out, but I'm no one's servant, or their newbie."  
 
    "Ooh, puppy's got bite," the woman who'd cleaned up the ice said mockingly. Before she could continue, a voice rang out over the speakers. 
 
    "Call Bus Red-Four. Car accident, Andrew Young and Courtland." 
 
    "That's us, newbie. Let's see if we can set a new record," Jorge mocked as he headed into the bay. 
 
    I scurried after him, glad I'd been ready. Here I'd use the supplies in the ambulance, though not having time to go over it made me nervous, I'd figure it out. 
 
    "New record?" I asked as I climbed into the passenger side of the ambulance and strapped in. 
 
    "See if I can break you in two days or less." His smile had no teasing it in. 
 
    Mine was just as humorless. "You're welcome to try, but I don't break." 
 
    "We'll see. Welcome to Hotlanta, newbie." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The draft has affected this country in profound ways. While some people end up in the military, the majority take the degrees they earned and end up in labs, engineering, medicine, or even working with consumer companies. They are often the gateway to permanent careers, but not all magicians are so lucky. ~ History of Magic 
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    I like the work, but maybe I made a major mistake accepting this job. 
 
    That thought, that idea, haunted me all three of my twelve-hour shifts. Rotating twelves meant three days on, two off, two on, and three off. I had started on the three on. So by Friday, adding in the two eight-hour days of training and paperwork, I'd worked well over forty hours. Which left me exhausted and unhappy. I didn't mind the work but feeling like an unwanted guest was getting old. And even for me, that was a lot of hours. 
 
    In theory, you only worked thirty-six hours, reality was you worked a bit more. You didn't get to leave in the middle of a call, though you tried to get back to the bay at least thirty minutes before the end of shift so you had time to fill out paperwork and turn everything in. That didn't always happen. Sometimes calls were three or four hours long. Which screwed everything up. 
 
    I eventually figured out a few names. Lisa, Mike, Raul, John. Our shift manager should usually be Kelly, though since I hadn't met that person, I still didn't know who that was. All of them treated me with that strange not contempt, but no unfriendliness either. They answered questions but didn't talk to me. The only thing they seemed to agree on was my coffee. They also didn't pull any shit on me, which meant I couldn't complain about being mistreated. I just felt like a foster kid - tolerated, but not really wanted. It was not the work environment I had dreamed of. 
 
    The shifts hadn't been too bad, but my strangeness followed me even here. The first day it was only minor things. As we went on a call that first day, three different cupboards in the back of the bus popped open when we hit a pothole, scattering supplies everywhere. Jorge cussed up a storm, swearing he'd locked them. Luckily that first call just required on-site treatment and we took fifteen to clean it up. I took it as a chance to learn where at least some of the stuff was. Finding the silver lining in weird things had become second nature.  
 
    The next day was a call where a car had hit a power pole. It snapped, leaving live lines all around the car. The victim was awake and aware, and miracle of miracles not panicking. But no matter which direction we approached the lines would move and block us. It took an hour for the power company to get that area shut off. It was strange enough the Jorge was almost social on the way to the next call, but I hadn't pushed my luck.  
 
    Overall it wasn't horrible but as I walked out Friday night, I missed with an almost physical pang the camaraderie of Kadia, Carl, even Molly and her social panic. It hurt to not have anyone to talk to. I worked with strangers all day long and none of them seemed to want to be more than that. Jo was focusing on her schoolwork as both of us wanted tomorrow to go back to Rockway with nothing hanging over us. I let her be and read another couple of chapters on diseases that were almost impossible to diagnose, either before or after death. I didn't find any answers, leading me back to mages again. I gave up about ten, exhausted from a day of trying to pretend I didn't care about how my co-workers treated me, and went to bed. Dreams of a girl screaming as her eyes were cut out followed me all night.  
 
    Saturday morning Jo and I were both ready to go by seven am, needing to get back to familiar territory with a passion I don't believe either us had expected. On the back of her bike I tried to let the wind tear away my fears and worries. Neither of us talked, we just enjoyed the speed and the feeling of home awaiting us. 
 
    When we were approaching town, I activated the radio between us. "Can you drop me off at the police station? Then I'll walk to Grind Down? Dinner at your parents?" 
 
    "Sounds good. Yell if you need me." 
 
    We both needed some time alone, and I figured she wanted to go to the shop and see her dad and brothers. Me? I wanted to talk to Laurel. I didn't know if she'd be around on a Saturday, but I got the feeling she usually dropped in on Saturday's paperwork from what I'd heard, so I figured I could try. Either way, I knew that Grind Down would be open. 
 
    I climbed off the bike and tucked the helmet back into the storage bag. Jo took off, driving faster than she had with me. That incident with the deer had made her a bit more cautious, at least when I was on the bike. 
 
    Should I feel good or sad about that? 
 
    I entered the station, cataloging all the differences between our small police station and the bigger one I'd visited in Atlanta. This one won the battle, hands down, for comfort and safety. While they both smelled of stale smoke and coffee, this one didn't have that aura of hopelessness Atlanta did. Or the feeling of guilt. Or maybe that was me. 
 
    "Hey, Cori. Thought you were living down in Atlanta now?" The desk sergeant asked, giving me a sharp look.  
 
    "I am. Just off this weekend so I’m up visiting. You really think I'd miss any chance to have Marisol's cooking?" 
 
    "Probably not. I won a casserole of hers once," he closed his eyes a look of pleasure so intense, I almost felt like I was intruding by witnessing it. "Still the best thing I've ever eaten. So whatcha need?" 
 
    I think I needed this. To not be treated like the enemy. 
 
    "Any chance the Chief is in? Wanted to talk to her for a minute." 
 
    He glanced down at his logbook. "Yep, sure looks like it. Go on back." He buzzed me in, and I headed on back. I couldn't pinpoint the minute Laurel became someone to talk to, someone to trust, but it had happened. And while it confused me, it was also kinda nice. 
 
    Her door stood open, as usual. I'd only seen it closed when someone was getting chewed out, or the occasional discussion about sensitive matters. I didn't know if she was a great police chief, but I had the feeling she was a pretty good one. 
 
    I knocked on her door, watching her as I did so. Dressed in jeans and a tank top, I suspected she had other plans after a quick stop at the office. Her hair, as always, was a neat cap of dark espresso above her cafe au lait skin. She'd become my measure of all other cops, and Detective Stone was failing badly in comparison. 
 
    Her head lifted. When she saw me, she smiled setting down the papers she'd been looking at and waved at the chair. "Hey, Cori. Come on in. What brings you to the backwoods so soon?" 
 
    "Weekend, off work, and Marisol's food, of course." I settled myself into the chair as I tried to think about the two topics I wanted to ask her. 
 
    "Always a valid reason to visit the Guzman's, but I notice you're sitting in my office." She leaned back, looking at me, but where I had once seen annoyance in her gaze, I now saw the patient humor. 
 
    Maybe this is a side effect of growing up? Ugh, who wants to be more reasonable? 
 
    I fought a smirk at my own mental rambling. "Had you heard anything about a body being discovered in Atlanta with ritual magic involved?" 
 
    Her amused look dropped off her face as she snapped up straight in her chair, now completely focused on me. It was still intimidating.  
 
    "Let me guess, you found her." 
 
    "Of course. The cops don't believe that I just happened to stumble across her, but that part doesn't matter. What I am curious about is, have you heard about it? The death was gory, bad. And I haven't heard anything. Have you?"  
 
    Laurel turned and typed on her computer for three long minutes but I just waited. The software to go through open cases wasn't the newest thing in the world. Honestly, some days I suspected it was older than I was. 
 
    "No, there is nothing here. Do you have a name?" 
 
    "I have nothing. Heck, I don't even know when she is being buried. I figured I would at least go, but I kept expecting to see something on the news and I haven't. Isn't that odd?" 
 
    Laurel looked at me, settling in. "Describe it to me." 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I did. The images still too vivid, too real in my head. Part of me wished I could erase them, so I didn't need to hold that my mind. I already saw it in my dreams. When I finished, she shook her head. 
 
    "No. And that is worrisome. I'm not saying Atlanta shares everything, but anything regarding magic should be sent out, especially ritual magic. So there is your answer. Does that tell you anything?" 
 
    "Not really, but it points back to my needing to ask." I shrugged, trying to seem unaffected. I don't think she bought it, but crying wouldn't change anything. "I've never not learned the name before. It feels wrong, disrespectful in some way." And it was driving me crazy. 
 
    She nodded. "If I hear anything I can share, I'll let you know." 
 
    I got the subtext, some things she couldn't pass on and wouldn't. 
 
    "Thanks. The other one is a weird question, partially because of this girl. Have you ever pulled someone in for testing, someone without mage symbols?" 
 
    She arched a brow, frowning, then laughed a little. "Ah, that law. The short answer is no. Basically no one does it. Oh, a merlin or a high-ranking mage might, law enforcement or other first responders? We don't." 
 
    I blinked at her, cold shock washing through my body. "But the consequences of not turning them in are really bad." 
 
    "Oh true, but if I remember correctly the last time they charged anyone was the late 1800s. The issue is we don't have time, and most of the time it isn't as obvious as they want you to think. If you see someone vaporize all their hair or something like that, sure feel free. You'll never see it and if you do and they are helping, you'll pretend you didn't see. If they are hurting someone, you'll stop them. In the second case, you let the police take over but it is one of those things on the books just in case they need it. It's not one they actually expect people to use or do. Magic tends to be much more subtle. And the average person, especially one not a magic user, would never risk it. Mages can be deadly if they want. I know you read what Scott Randolph did." I swallowed and nodded. Laurel just shrugged. "Besides, very few high-rank mages aren't registered. Those that aren't often have a family history of it." 
 
    I must have frowned at her because she laughed. "Go look up one of the yakuza families or the magical Russian mobs. The Gregories and the Rasputians. They rarely got tested because that meant they had a harder time staying in the shadows, but since they were outted in, oh the mid 1900s, the OMO will show up and require testing of everyone under fifty. And they show up en masse. Now? Just test. The benefits outweigh the penalties." She tapped her temple. "Besides, it's always better to be on the more powerful side." Her tone had a touch of bitterness as she said that, but she just shook her head when I gave her a look. "You'll see." 
 
    We chatted for a few more minutes, then she chased me out so she could finish her paperwork and then meet Martin for lunch.  
 
    I walked up the street thinking about what she'd said. So someone might have seen this person kill the girl and walk away? The idea didn't register with me. How could you do that? But I got the fear. I did, I just couldn't think of being more scared than wanting to help. 
 
    The welcome smells of coffee, pastries, and steamed melt pulled me into Grind Down as I pushed open the door. It was busy, as it was still early Saturday morning - not even ten yet. Kadia was at the bar while Carl was busing tables without a cast. 
 
    Kadia saw me first and I winced as her "SQUEE," cut through the air worse than the tornado sirens. Next thing I knew I had an arm full of bubbly girl, braids bouncing around enough to make me dizzy. 
 
    "Oh, I've missed you. This place is so boring! Nothing ever happens! Why are you back? Are you okay? Did you get a job? Tell me you're coming back here and can work weekends?" her questions tumbled over each other a babble brook of words. 
 
    "I'm here to visit. Yes, I got a job. No, I'm not coming back." I was laughing the entire time and watching her face go from excited, to depressed, to excited, amused me. But still, I had missed all of them. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Order magic is reputed to be one of the most powerful, at least when it comes to its use. By utilizing the spell Pattern or Transform, those with the ability can focus on the tiny images visible only under some of the most powerful microscopes, thereby becoming invaluable. Those with those doctorates often spend their draft in the R&D sections of the government, and then benefit from a bidding war afterward. Those not so blessed get the more menial jobs. ~ Freedom from Magic. 
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    They made me coffee on the house, Molly stuck her head out and said hello, then disappeared. I spent time talking to Kadia and a few regulars, but I'd also texted Sally. When she showed up, I grabbed her a coffee and pulled her into a chair. She was someone I wanted to catch up with and ask some questions. She'd promised me an hour, then she had a date.  
 
    "I am so glad you could come. I need to talk to you." She was laughing as I corralled her into the chair. 
 
    "Not that I mind free drinks," she said sipping her iced blended coffee drink. " What's up? You didn't kill anyone, did you?" 
 
    "No," I gasped, my mind breaking on that and completely kicking me off my flow. "No. I just, I got a job at Ruby in their EMS department." 
 
    "Oh that is great! They are a good company. Lots of excitement." 
 
    I slumped. "Yeah, if I can stick it out." 
 
    "Oh please. You handle everything and never blink. The work won't chase you away, so what is it?" She leaned in, looking at me sharply. After the bus incident where she'd offered up so much hair, it was almost in a bob that hit her chin. It was relatively close to how I wore mine and I noted she actually had nails - not long but not down to the quick.   
 
    "They hate me. They just say they don't want to waste time getting invested when I won't make it. Heck the HR lady said the same thing. I had credentials. I was hired. If I washed out, well then oh well, they'd just hire another someone else. Why?" I'm pretty sure I seemed pretty pathetic. I'm not saying people always loved me, they didn't, just look at the Munroes. They'd done everything possible to get away from me. 
 
    "Ah," She signed and leaned back, looking and playing with her cup instead of looking at me.  
 
    "What?" I sat there feeling like bees were buzzing under my skin. Did she have an answer for me? A way to make them at least not hate me? 
 
    "Cori, this job is hard and strange. You'd be amazed at the number of people that don't make it a month, much less a year. Then you have certain subset in it strictly for the amount of sex they can get." 
 
    "Huh?" The comment made no sense and I couldn't figure out what she meant. 
 
    Sally grinned but there was an aspect of sadness to it. "Most of the people we meet are patients and a lot of them are very grateful for our help. There's an entire section of first responders who use that gratitude to get laid. In Atlanta I'd suspect you have those people. Plus there are people who don't deal well with the constant violence, and the high cost of living. So while I hate to say it, I get their attitude. Hire you, if you last, great. If you don't, oh well. They didn't waste any time screening you." 
 
    I stared down into my coffee, looking for answers. "Fine. I guess I can understand that. But why is everyone there so," I struggled for the right word, "standoffish." 
 
    "Why start to care about someone who's going to be gone in a week or two? Stick it out and they'll warm up. Really. It was about three months before I even bother to talked to Jeff. I was sure with his laid-back attitude he'd bail after the first bad call. Well he didn't, and he got me through that call with calm poise. But yeah, you need to give people time to see that you can handle the job." 
 
    I sighed. It wasn't the answer I wanted, but it was probably the best I would get. We chatted a bit more, then she took off and I stared out the window wondering about how to stick it out. 
 
     About noon Jo came and got me and we went to her house. She talked the entire ride about how much she missed the shop, the doing things with her hands, things that made sense. I didn't say anything, but her first day of school had only been Monday. If she was already jonesing for mechanics work, school would drive her crazy. 
 
    "My girls are home!" Marisol grabbed both of us in a bone-crushing hug. "It's about time. Have you lost more weight?" She glared at me, and I just shrugged. Not owning a scale kept me ignorant. I preferred not knowing. 
 
    "Mami, we've only been gone two weeks. We're fine." Jo hugged her mother as she continued to fret. I wondered if it was Jo being the youngest, a girl, or just the whole college thing that brought out the fretting in Marisol. Either way it was a new facet to her. 
 
    "We'll see about that." She dragged us in. "Now tell me what your classes are because I just know you'll do great. You're the smartest of all of us." 
 
    I only noticed because I was sitting next to her and the couch sagged like a sway back horse causing me to lean against her, but when her mom said that, I felt her stiffen and flinch at the same time. It was a weird feeling. I pulled away to look at her, but she just smiled and pulled out a piece of paper from her bag.  
 
    "I figured you'd ask, so here you go. My class list." 
 
    I'd seen it already, so I knew what was on it, Marisol grabbed it so fast I was surprise Jo didn't get a paper cut. She just snickered and leaned back. 
 
    Did I imagine the stress? That's odd. She and her parents rarely had secrets. Did they? 
 
    We spent the afternoon chatting with her mom and going over the classes. Jo had comments on the teachers and the campus, but she didn't say much about the coursework, using the excuse it was only the first week. 
 
    Marisol put us to work getting dinner ready. Even Marco and Paulo were coming over this evening to grill Jo. She just nodded but pointed out we needed to leave by seven as she didn't want to drive in the dark. 
 
    That made me hide a smile. It was the perfect way to get out early, cause her mother would never disagree with that statement.  
 
    Henri just grinned as he pulled dinner out of the oven. It was a Mexican casserole that should have fed them for a week but might give them leftovers tomorrow. If we didn't leave with most of it in Jo's saddlebags.  
 
    Either way, it was a nice day, though I still worried about work and my place in the EMS department. But I couldn't do anything about it right now. 
 
    We escaped about seven-fifteen with enough food for tomorrow in her bags and started the drive home. 
 
    "Hey. You okay?" 
 
    I'd chosen now to ask. The helmets and her inability to turn and look at me might get her to talk where if I cornered her, she'd avoid. 
 
    She stayed silent long enough that I thought she wouldn't answer. 
 
    "What if I don't succeed?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" That idea had never occurred to me. Jo succeeded at everything. A decent B student in high school, sports star, and so good with engines. 
 
    "I mean everyone keeps talking about how good I'll be, and they are on me to choose my major. Talking about all the options I have. And well what if I don't? What if I don't manage to graduate?" 
 
    It was probably a good thing she couldn't see my face. I'm sure the surprise and amusement I felt would have been obvious. 
 
    "Jo-Jo, I've never known you to fail at anything. Besides, they are paying for the degree, remember. I'm very sure the government will do anything reasonable to make sure you pass and so they can use your magic fully." 
 
    "You ever think about that?" 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "What they do to people who don't succeed, who can't handle college and never learn to use their magic the right way. Do they treat them as ronin and kill them?" 
 
    I flinched and the bike wobbled. She got it back under control but my mind was racing down that idea. What do they do? Did they kill people? I wanted to lie and tell her they would never do that, but I couldn't fake that much trust in any government agency.  
 
    "I don't think you need to worry about it Jo. You'll do fine. It's just the first week. You'll get back into the swing of things." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure I will. Just first week jitters." Her voice was bright and cheery, and I knew all the way down to the bottom of my soul, she was lying. But I didn't push it. I'd watch and make sure she was okay. As her BFF I couldn't do anything less. 
 
    We got home late Saturday and both crashed. The drive and the socializing turning us in to zombies. 
 
     Sunday I cleaned since she'd cooked all week. I needed to get a feel for paychecks. Most of the medics just bought food when they were out. I still packed mine, but way too often I didn't get to eat as we were never back at the bay to grab it. That meant by the time I got off shift I was shaking with hunger, which wasn't good. I couldn't afford to get that hungry. It was yet another problem to overcome. 
 
    "So how's your homework going?" I finally broached the subject again Sunday night. After the discussion on the way home, I hadn't wanted to push too hard but I'd watched her fighting with it most of the afternoon. I knew she was avoiding it when she offered to do dishes. Jo hated doing dishes. "Learning anything interesting?" 
 
    Jo groaned. "I swear I wish I'd never emerged this high. This first quarter just might kill me. I don't have to do to many of the stupid courses so that is at least a help, but I need to take basic English. I mean who cares who Beowulf was? I'm not studying to be a historian." She'd slumped backwards in her chair, looking like a woman with all the weight of the world on her.  
 
    This, at least, felt real. The fear of failure wasn't as strong, but I still felt like there was something I was missing. But what? 
 
    "Oh, it can't be that bad, can it?" 
 
    "Nah, yes, no? I don't know. There is a lot of reading and you know I've never been a fast reader." Something about her tone felt off, but I just nodded. Jo had been the tomboy: more interested in playing sports than doing anything resembling schoolwork. "But the lectures are cool. I have two classes on magic, one the history of it. You should read this textbook. What they taught in high school is like telling us an iceberg is mostly underwater, and nothing else. I like the practical applications stuff, though really the more I get into it, I'm starting to see why mom and dad rarely use it. You have to get super fine control to do anything that isn't going to make you go bald." Her face had brightened, and she sat up. "Here watch." 
 
    Jo picked up a piece of her notebook paper and hung it upside down. "This will cost me about a strand of hair." She frowned and the paper waved up as if a sudden wind had hit it, then back down. "That is me learning the cost of things, super basic things, but it will take me about three months to grow back the hair I blew to do that, when I could have just done this." With a wry smile she wiggled the paper. "Yeah, magic seems like a lot of work. I mean moving molecules and stuff takes almost nothing, but you need to learn a ton to be able to," she paused then in the tone of repeating something that was a mantra, "visualize, verify, and actuate. Otherwise you're just making offerings that could have been done easier with a calorie expenditure." A wry look on her face. "They promise next semester we'll learn how to use the fat stored in our body to power it. It's one reason so many mages are skinny, if not in good shape. It would be nice if we could build muscle, but I'll take burning fat." 
 
    As she talked, she'd brightened up, with her normal excitement present. My worry faded as I listened to her. I'm sure I sounded more depressed talking about work. New situations were hard. Exhaustion set in as I thought about tomorrow. I was trying so hard not to dread it, but I did. The more I thought about it the more I wanted to sleep. Maybe I would think about my lunch issues as I fell asleep. 
 
    "That sounds neat. Kinda sad I'm missing it." A yawn split my words and I laughed. "But I'm headed to bed. I can't express how exhausted I am, though some of it might be dread about tomorrow."' 
 
    Jo nodded. "Being the new person is hard, but I have faith. Well faith in you. Go to bed. I have another chapter to read, then I need to start writing a paper on the various cell matter we can use as offerings, as well as ethical considerations for at least one unusual one. That is due at the end of next week and if I don't start it now, I'll never get it done." 
 
    "Ova, semen, or uterine lining," I responded without thinking about it much. They were all cells that either regenerated or not all of them were used. They should have the same weight as blood cells power wise, and most people would never miss them. 
 
    Jo blinked at me, then a slow grin spread across her face. "Those are great ideas. Thanks, Cori. We have plans for the next weekend you're off. I figure we'll enjoy exploring when you're off and I'll double down on schoolwork the weekends you work."   
 
    "Sounds good to me, but remember we are still on a major tight budget until I figure out how much I'm actually getting. Since I'm working, this weekend should give you a chance to be ahead in everything." 
 
    Jo made a funny face then waved her hand. "I'm broke too. What about wandering around Centennial Park and just making sure we know all the cheapest places to get food?" 
 
    "That sounds good to me." I waved night and stumbled back to my bedroom. After a shower I crawled into bed, planning on thinking about my lunch and how to carry it with me. I seemed to be back to the starving thing again. But instead, my mind drifted to the girl in the park. I'd watched the news and checked online occasionally, but I couldn't find anything about her. I didn't know what that meant. Did it mean I hadn't seen a dead body? 
 
    The scent of her blood, the sight of her face with empty holes where eyes should have been, and the terror carved into her expression slammed back into me and I flinched. No, there was no way that was fake. I knew what death looked like. She'd been dead. 
 
    Then why? Why nothing? The cops hadn't called again but still, I would have thought there would have been a news story. The fact that it there wasn't a story made my skin crawl even more. I read too many true crime books and it pointed towards a cover up. The idea of covering up a murder made me want to call the news station immediately but that I knew would be the height of stupidity. 
 
    You're used to small town life. This is the big city, maybe it isn't that big of a deal. 
 
    The idea made me vaguely nauseous, that a death like that wouldn't be treated as important. I pushed the thought away; the cops had been too upset. Even Detective Stone had been on edge, though I didn't know about what.  
 
    The question was, what now? Not my business, but I'd found her. I'd been the first person to see her death and try to do something, not that there was much I could do by that point.  
 
    I gave a bitter laugh. I had to know. To get her name and send flowers to her grave if nothing else. I was off on Wednesday. Maybe I could swing by the police station and ask. While I doubted that they would give me much information, surely her name and where she was buried would be information they could share.  
 
    I nodded, even knowing that wouldn't be enough to satisfy me but I'd learned a long time ago, not all needs were satisfied. With that thought, I snuggled deeper and focused on lunch options. I'd probably have to give up and ask someone. Oh well, friendly they weren't, but hopefully they would answer this.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    There are always hierarchies in everything, be it jobs, society, or social groups. Merlins are often regarded with respect by other mages and fear by non-mages. But while they can do great things at a fraction of the cost that a magician or wizard would pay, they still have limits. No matter what TV or movies shows us the magic of a merlin is just as subtle and small as that of a hedgemage. ~ Magic Explained 
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    I'll give it a month. If it isn't better in a month, I'll go find another job.  
 
    At that moment, I didn't know if I hated the shift or if I hated the people I worked with. I would never be a morning person.  
 
    Screw it. I'll treat them like Sam treated everyone he pulled over. Polite but ready to shoot them if they started trouble. 
 
    That I could do. Moving slow that morning, I'd made coffee just as shift started and we were hit with a call as I filled my cup, which meant I was stuck with Jorge before I could ask Lisa any questions. While Lisa wasn't friendly, she at least half smiled at me occasionally. I'd figured I could ask her more than the others.  
 
    "Huh. Figured after last week you wouldn't show up today," Jorge said as he slid into the other side of the bus. "Thought for sure that drunk driver throwing up on you would have made you run for the hills. All you pretty little things can never handle it when it gets truly messy." 
 
    "I guess I'll take it as a compliment that I'm a pretty young thing," I said it in a Southern drawl, putting a twang on the last word and making it "thang." But then I dropped it and gave him a look. "You did know I graduated from the internship program and was involved in the mass casualty in Rome, right?" 
 
    His head jerked to look at me as the blush from my earlier words started to fade from his cheeks.  
 
    "Wait, the band bus incident?" 
 
    "Yes. I'm from that area so they called me up. I did my internship working as an EMT II for the Rockway Fire Department. I'm not going to say I've dealt with everything, but I've been exposed to a variety of things. And I'm still here." A bit of a challenge came out in that last statement and I lifted my chin a bit. 
 
    "Hmmm," he said, glancing at me, but he didn't say anything else as we were pulling up to the call.  
 
    As always, a moment of trepidation hit me as I stepped out of the bus but they were getting shorter and shorter. I knew I wouldn't always succeed but my exposure to situations grew every day. So far nothing topped the guy who fell from the sky and pulverized pretty much every bone in his body. And the girl. Her picture flashed in my head again. Wednesday I'd go see about her, or at least ask if they had any info. 
 
     Person stuck in a tree was a new call for me. Which meant as I slid out of the cab and looked around, I expected to see lots of tall trees. Maybe someone wedged in one, or at least someone stuck up a telephone pole. Instead we were in an area of apartment buildings and strip malls. The area was mostly small apartment complexes, and while there were a few trees, they looked like mostly Magnolias, the young small ones, not the giants. Those could impale a herd of cows if they wanted. 
 
    We looked around and Jorge hit his radio. "Dispatch, we're at the address. Can we get details?" 
 
    "The caller sounds more than a bit inebriated and drunk, but I would head to the back. I think that is where they said they were. They aren't responding to questions anymore, though the operator says he can still hear them." 
 
    I tilted my head, listening and trying to trace something or anything down. "I think I hear something from back here." I heft the bag up on my shoulder, and headed around the back of the apartment. As soon as I turned the corner, the sound of men and women yelling and shouting became clearer.  
 
    "I thought you said you called 911? Where they hell are they?" A woman's voice all but screeching in panic. "He's going to die up there."  
 
    I picked up my pace a bit. I had to find time to get to the gym. Skinny was one thing but these big bags were heavy. I pushed my way past a wall of hedges and slowed, looking at the throng of people all looking up. I cataloged it all in a snap glance. A grill in one corner, coolers full of beer, and a trash can that looked like it was working hard on being filled with beer cans. Then I followed their gaze up and blinked. 
 
    "Well, that's different," I murmured. 
 
    "Blasted drunk idiots," Jorge muttered and clicked his radio. "Dispatch you need to get a ladder truck out here asap and someone to figure out who owns the tower at this location. They're going to need to do repair work." 
 
    Still shaking my head I took a deep breath and moved forward, taking the lead. While Jorge was senior, there wasn't any need to wait for him, this one was obvious. "You called for assistance?" I pitched my voice to be heard over the chatter. Mrs. MacDowell's drama lessons came in helpful occasionally.  
 
    "Oh finally. You've got to help him," a woman said, rushing over to meet them. 
 
    "What's his name?" I asked still trying to get a better view of the man stuck up the cell phone tower. 
 
    "Oh that's Charlie. Well Charles, but we call him Charlie. He's hurt." The woman kept babbling as I set down bag. I glanced at Jorge quickly to make sure he'd watch it. He nodded still talking on the radio. People raided bags if they weren't watched. I moved over toward the base of the cell tower. It was on one of those fake trees towers with large metal spikes off of it. I peered up closer and saw he had a climbing loop on him. It was probably what kept him up there instead of laying dead at the base. 
 
    "He work some place that he climbs a lot?" I asked looking up at the limp body. Too far away to see details. 
 
    "No. Damn fool bought it at a garage sale and wanted to prove how easy they were to use. He got his ass up there all right but then decided that was too easy and he was going to skip from one branchy thing to another. And well, he slipped and," she sighed and waved her hand. 
 
    "Cori, I'm headed out to wave down the truck. They should be here in a minute." I nodded at him and moved closer to the pole. Red caught my attention and I crouched down to inspect the significant amount of blood on the pole near the base. I looked closely and while it wasn't a huge amount, it was enough that it indicated either bleeding for a long time, or a short serious bleed. 
 
    "How long has he been up there?"  
 
    "About twenty minutes. But if you mean hurt and not responding," she paused to shout up the pole, "you're a stupid idiot Charlie Booth!" She signed and looked back at me. "About eight? Ten maybe? When he fell and quit responding I think someone called you. I mean, you're here right?" 
 
    "How do you know him?" I kept my voice neutral but nothing I saw made me feel good about his chances if we didn't get up there fast.  
 
    "I married the idiot," her voice was exasperated but I could hear the worry in it. "He's a good man, but I swear when he and his friends start drinking… It's like watching people do stupid things on videos, but they do it for real. At thirty-one you would have thought he had learned better by now." She chewed on her lip, her dirty blond hair escaping the ponytail and falling into her eyes. "He going to be okay? 
 
    The sound of a motor coming through the opposite side prevented me from needing to answer. While the side we came through had a hedge of bushes, they came through the thin trees on the other side as there was only an empty lot.  
 
    Jorge came through the way we did, dragging the gurney with him. I watched them get the ladder set up with a basket attached. One of the fireman, the name Statton on his chest, walked over to me.  
 
    "We need one of you to go up, but we've got an issue. That ladder is only rated for about three-fifty, four hundred if we push it. My smallest guy on this rig is pushing one-eighty, and the victim has to weight close to two hundred."  
 
    I looked up at the man. I could see the beer belly from here and grunted, doing the math in my head. 
 
    Jorge is easily one-ninety or more. There is no way he can go up. 
 
    "I'll go. Even with my suit on I'm not breaking one thirty. But I'll need your guy’s help. At two hundred he's going to be too heavy for me to move by myself." I forced myself not to cringe as I said that physical strength was one of the major issues people had with female first responders.  
 
    "I could move him by myself if I went up." Jorge said making me feel better. "But you really don't want me up there. Anything much over three feet off the ground and I get vertigo. You'd be rescuing two people." 
 
    Statton nodded. "Come on then, Munroe?" 
 
    I looked at him, confused for a second, then remembered that was my name on my chest. "Yeah, give me a second. I need to get a portable bag." 
 
    For all the standoffishness at the station, Jorge worked with me quickly to create a light bag I could take with me, one that would hopefully let me stabilize Charlie until we got him down. Once I had that strapped around me, I headed over to the truck with Statton. Another man, helmet and jacket off, nodded at me. 
 
    "Call me Matt. You ready? I'll climb first and you follow. I'll brace and we have a basket to slip him into that we can then lower down."  
 
    What is it with me and baskets lately?  
 
    I glanced at the contraption that hooked onto the ladder and nodded. They put in in a harness, and showed me how to hook it, so when we got to the top, I could hook it. If I slipped, I wouldn't get killed. In theory. I didn't mention how often things went wrong. Why tempt fate? 
 
    "Lay on MacDuff."  
 
    He laughed and flashed me a smile of bright white teeth. "And damn'd be him that first cries, 'Hold, enough!'" 
 
    The correct response made me laugh and he smiled again. "English minor. Don't ask me why." 
 
    I shook my head and let them help me up onto the truck. They had braced it and the ladder looked like it was at full extension to reach just beneath where Charlie hung. 
 
    With one last check that I was following him, Matt started climbing. I let him get a few rungs above me and then followed. Going up the ladder was a mix of climbing and crawling with the ground getting further and further away.  
 
    Huh, it doesn't bug me when on rollercoasters, why is this so different? 
 
    That little question kept me occupied and moving on automatic until my hand hit Matt's boot. 
 
    "Up here. I'll move to the side. I've got a hold of one of the arrays and they are relatively sturdy, but he looks in bad shape. You'd better move fast." His voice had lost the good humor., I let myself move my gaze from the ladder that represented safety and my only way down, to the person I was there to help. Charlie looked his age. His hair was a bit thinner than it had probably been at twenty; he had a belly that needed less beer and more walking, and face with lines of pain. I reached over to check his pulse--thready but beating. 
 
    "Move down a bit, I need to be higher up so I can get a good look."  
 
    Matt nodded and in a move that would have seen me dead on the ground oh so far away from us, moved over me and down, leaving me up at the tip of the ladder with my patient.  
 
    Okay, show time Munroe. Time to step up, this person is depending on you. 
 
    I moved up and over and inspected Charlie. The woman on the ground said he'd been trying to skip between the things, antenna arrays maybe, and fell. The climbing loop had saved his life, but also made him fall. He fallen in between two of them, wedged hard. One leg had a bad break, as I could see the white of bone. He'd been in shorts and tennis shoes. A severe laceration on his scalp and if his shoulder wasn't dislocated, it was damn close from how it bulged outward.  
 
    Leg first, that is where the blood is coming from. Then address the rest. 
 
    I shifted, feeling the ladder move as I leaned in a bit more. Getting a good look at the leg I cringed. It looked like when he fell his leg twisted and caught. The fibula had fractured and stuck out the side of his leg, tearing a lot of muscle and veins. It hadn't been up high enough to get the femoral artery though, so blood loss but no bleed out. This we could deal with. It took a bit of twisting and precarious balancing but I got the inflatable brace on his leg. It would take a surgeon to get it aligned properly, but it shouldn't move or tear anymore. The laceration on his head was bleeding but other than surface damage I didn't see anything that worried me. Both of his eyes reacted, though he was still out, which for right now was a very good thing. If he woke up and struggled, we'd have an issue. 
 
    I turned and looked down at the firefighter. "I've stabilized the biggest injury, but now we need to get him down. I can't lift him, but I think if we unhook him and pull on his shoulders, we can slide him into the basket." It would be tricky, and I kept having to breathe to keep myself from freaking out at the height, precarious position, and the craziness of what we were about to do. 
 
    "Got it. Give me one minute." Matt reached and pulled the basket, hooking it to the cable that ran up it as part of the retraction mechanism. He then locked it in place so it wouldn't move. "Let's do this." His encouraging smile back and I tried to take some strength from it.  
 
    With my harness hooked, I braced one leg on the tower and one on the ladder, trying so very hard not to think, just do it. Matt braced in a similar manner, looked at me and we lifted and got Charlie half into the basket as opposed to laying across the arrays. But the arrays still took most of his weight, with the climbing loop still fastened. 
 
    Step one done. Now to step two. 
 
    I reached out and unhooked his climbing loop. Charlie shifted, and slide down. His whole weight slammed into the ladder and it dropped downward knocking the basket at an angle and Charlie's unsecured body started to slip out. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Time, one of the branches of Spirit that is often misunderstood. Time mages can not go back in time, nor can they travel like a superhero through time. Instead they can control how they move through time, and in small area rewind time, seeing what happened. Now Time mages are rare, but they excel at research and forensics. Though the cost to rewind time grow exponentially for how long it has been. ~ Magic Explained 
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    Oh by Merlin, no! 
 
    The world stopped. I felt a chunk of my hair vaporize as Charlie hung suspended in midair. I reached to pull him back into the basket. How could I move when all around me everything froze? Even the leaves had quit moving. With a surge of effort I heaved, trying to pull him back to the basket. It felt like I pulled him through thick sludgy oatmeal but he moved and I got him back in and time snapped back into motion. I almost felt sick as Matt spun looking at me. 
 
    "Thank Merlin, you're fast. Let's get him secured." Together we worked to get Charlie strapped in and began the process of getting him back down to the ground. The world moved around me, but I was operating on automatic.  
 
    I stopped time.  
 
    The thought bounced and rattled around, breaking everything I thought I knew. A hedgie couldn't do that. Oh, you could be strong in time, but a hedge might be able to slow how fast a cup fell. Not stop everything around them. At least that was my understanding. The moment of time being suspended was still crystal clear in my mind. 
 
    "Huh, you just might make it, Cori," Jorge said as we got Charlie strapped into the gurney. "I've never seen anyone react like that, and you kept your cool without blinking. Takes a certain type of people to do this job. You might make it after all." 
 
    "Thanks," I manage to reply, but I had caught a glimpse of myself in the side view mirror. I could see the chunk missing in my normally smooth bob. The bob that almost never needed trimming.  
 
    I'm a mage. But I can't be a mage. 
 
    Even as Jorge talked the rest of the shift, telling people about my quick save, I couldn't get myself to believe or understand what had happened. I knew I needed to get tested. This was so wrong. But if I tested out high? How could I test out high? But a low rank couldn't have done that. 
 
    The conflict between what I knew and what had happened kept me quiet and confused all day. I couldn't wait to get home to talk to Jo. See what she thought. Tomorrow I had to work, but I was off Monday, I could go and get tested then. Then I would know for sure.  
 
    The idea of testing out high and starting over again made me want to cry. I didn't want to give up everything. I'd just finally gotten it. I huddled in the back corner of the bus, doing nothing but staring out the window. How could I be a mage? Especially an archmage. Maybe I had imagined it all. 
 
    But the chunk of missing hair couldn't be denied. I kept touching it, feeling it. But is that what happened? 
 
    The harder I tried to remember, the more doubts I had. Maybe I really reacted that fast and the rush of adrenaline made it seem like time stopped. Something could have caught the chunk of hair and I didn't notice it getting cut off. Or heck, when was the last time I had paid any attention to my hair.? Maybe it had been like that for a while. Jorge hadn't seemed to notice. 
 
    My thoughts bounced between two extremes, leaving me even more exhausted by the time I got off the bus. The single flight of stairs to our apartment seemed like a mile. By the time I'd gotten to the top, I just wanted to crawl into bed and hide - hide from everything. I swallowed and pushed open the door, trying to look forward to Jo and the smell of food. I stood there, the door open and one foot inside.  
 
    The apartment was dark and no scent of food. Confused, I stepped all the way in and shut the door behind me. "Jo?" I knew she wasn't here, but I called anyhow. As I expected, there was no answer.  
 
    Standing in the middle of the living room I wracked my mind to remember if she had said anything. When we'd talked, before I went to bed, she'd indicated studying and papers.  
 
    Oh, maybe I should check my phone. 
 
    We had it on silent so calls didn't come in when we were with patients and with the turmoil of the day I'd completely forgotten to look at it. A text from Jo popped up as soon as I pulled open the app. 
 
    *Cor going out with peeps for study and talk. Be back late. Dinner in fridge. Ta!* 
 
    I sagged in relief. No one to pester me, no one to make me face something I wasn't ready to face. But I had wanted to get her opinion, see if what I thought was right. If maybe I really was a mage. 
 
    So what am I trying to avoid, the knowledge I'm a mage? Or the fear of losing everything again? 
 
    I couldn't answer that question, so I grabbed the burrito waiting for me. Jo knew my penchant for easily consumed food. I heated it up while I stripped into something comfortable to sleep in. Somehow, I managed to eat without even being aware of what was in the burrito. I didn't realize I'd eaten it all until I went to take another bite, and nothing was there.  
 
    Shaking my head, I went to bed after checking four times that I had the alarms set for tomorrow morning. At this point I wanted to stay long enough to get to the daily eight hour shifts. I hated twelves and the moving days was a pain, though being off Monday would make things easier.  
 
    I fell into sleep but it wasn't restful. Instead, I went back to the weird dream of those moments between me rushing to Stevie's side and him dying in my arms. The fight with darkness, the pulling at my very being, and the weird double snap that came into me. 
 
    The wail of the alarm came as a relief. I pulled myself up and staggered into the shower. It was only there that the rest of my brain caught up with thoughts and ideas.  
 
    Am I a mage? Should I get tested? Did Jo make it home? Will the cops talk to me? 
 
    The list of questions seemed never ending and I tried to order what I needed to do. But first and foremost, always, was Jo. Stepping out, I wrapped a towel around me and padded over to her bedroom. She kept her door open a crack always, saying she liked to have fair warning of other noises in the house. Today was no different. I pushed it open wide enough to stick my head in and checked. Sure enough, she lay face down on the bed, one arm hanging off, and a gentle snore rattling her nose.  
 
    The scent of beer and cigarette smoke hit my nose and I fought a sneeze. Where in the world had she gone? Most study groups didn't involve those two things. I paused and shrugged. Maybe they did. What did I know? 
 
    With a shake of my head I backed out and continued to get ready for work. I needed to be out at the bus stop by five-thirty to make it to work before seven. I left water and pain killers waiting for her on her nightstand before I left, her snoring still audible. Oh well, I'd talk to her tonight. Maybe by then I'd have a plan.  
 
    I'd taken the time in the morning to cover up the chunk of missing hair so it looked less obvious. I still didn't know what it meant, but either way I'd have to deal with it soonish.  
 
    Walking into the bay I headed for the coffee pot, having finished my first mug on the way here.  
 
    "Morning, Cori. So I did some research on you," a friendly voice chirped at me and I almost tripped as I spun. This was my fifth day and the first time anyone had talked to me in a friendly voice, much less greeted me. Lisa stood there with a smile on her face, though a smirk hovered at the edges.  
 
    "Morning," I replied, my tone wary. "And did you find anything?" 
 
    "Well, after Jorge told us about your adventure yesterday, and your coolness under pressure–which, by the way, I don't know if I could have done." There was honest admiration in her tone but the barely hidden smirk worried me.  
 
    "Thanks?" 
 
    "No, you did good. Though what I find interesting is what I got through the rumor mill." Her smirk had blossomed to a full-blown one and mentally I braced myself for whatever was coming. Even though my brain scrambled, I couldn't think of anything. My grades had been good, my performance at all the internships had received high scores. So what could she be smirking about? 
 
    "And that is?"  
 
    "A nickname? Cori Catastrophe?" Her grin was wide and everyone paid attention to us at this point. For my part my knees almost buckled.  
 
    That is it? That's what she has? Oh, who cares. 
 
    The relief that washed through me made me giddy. While I hadn't wanted to talk about my weird life, after yesterday I didn't think it mattered. "Yeah. Lots of weird things happen around me. Or I find them."  
 
    "If nothing else, having you here will be interested. Welcome aboard, Cori."  
 
    Jorge walked in about then and grinned. "I think I'm calling you Catastrophe from now on."  
 
    I turned to see the group of them grinning at me, and for the first time I didn't feel like an intruder in their space. But the joy I would have felt at that not two days ago didn't emerge. Instead, the idea that I would lose all of this, lose a place I might have belonged, spiked even harder. I swallowed back tears and turned around, lifting my voice as I did so.  
 
    "I assume you would like me to make coffee?" 
 
    A chorus of "yes, please" filled the area. I focused on the coffee until I had control of myself again. The lunch box idea seemed an even stupider thing to worry about but I was tired of being hungry. But rather than bugging Jorge, I took my mug and went out to the bay. 
 
    The Atlanta heat hadn't settled in yet, but at seven-thirty it was already muggy and thick. Yet another reason to someday live in the mountains. Pulling open the passenger side door, I started looking. While I had the training to drive the rigs, for the most part I didn't like to drive and was more than willing to let anyone else drive for me.  I did need to grab the rig once a month just to practice. Not knowing how wasn't the same as not liking to drive. Though public transportation was annoying, it was cheaper and less scary. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later I still didn't see a good place to stick a lunch and sighed with frustration. 
 
    "Whatcha looking for?" 
 
    Where a day ago his voice would have been uninterested, maybe even cool, today Jorge sounded almost curious. Almost. 
 
    "I'm trying to figure out if there is some place I can put a lunch bag or cooler or something," I admitted, straightening up. 
 
    "Why?" He had a frown on his face, and I had to laugh. Some people didn't get either being broke or being frugal. Either way, at least he wasn't contemptuous. I'd take that.  
 
    "I'm broke. I don't even own a car. I really can't afford to eat out every day and we aren't back here consistently for me to keep my lunch here." I shrugged. "So I was trying to find an option that might work." 
 
    "Oh. Huh." He frowned, looking at the rig. "Never thought about it. I like eating out. Only chance I get to eat things my wife would strangle me for eating." He got in the other side and looked. "You know there really isn't BUT most of the crap in the glove box can be tossed or shouldn't take up much space. You could easily get a sandwich or slim container in there." He leaned down and popped open the glove box, pulling out stuff and separating it into two piles. The keep pile comprised of registration and the manual. That left a nice space for me to shove food. The burritos Jo made, a few PB&J's, nothing that would go bad, but stuff that would keep me fed. 
 
    "That will work great!" I managed not to gush, then felt guilty. They thought I would stay. I wanted to stay. But what if? 
 
    I shut down that line of thought. Monday go to the police station. Ask my question. Then decide. Maybe put it off another week. A week wouldn't make that much of a difference. Next week I would have Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday off. That might be better. Go in Wednesday morning to give myself a few days to deal with the outcome. I didn't want to be a mage. I wanted the life I'd been struggling to have. 
 
    "Great and sorry. That just didn't occur to me. Most of us just eat on the run or here. But yeah, I get being broke." He looked like he was going to say something else, but the speaker went off. 
 
    "Unit needed at Peachtree Center NE and Ellis St. Car versus Pedestrian." 
 
    "Let's go. And if we're out today, I'll buy lunch," Jorge said as we both jumped into the rig. I started to protest but he waved me away. "You earned it. If I had gone up that ladder the patient and I would both be dead. So you earned lunch." I nodded, putting my mug in the cup holder and buckled in. 
 
    "Sounds good, and thanks." 
 
    "Yeah, we're a group of jerks, but most people think this is an easy gig and bail after the first few days. Not worth the effort." 
 
    "Bailing isn't on my plan," I said, forcing a smile. 
 
    But some things might be out of my control.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Hedgemages are the forgotten magic users among use. While it is estimated more people are hedgemages than the official 35% of all tested, in reality the numbers may be as high as 75% of all people. This implies that many people are doing magic all the time, but it is so intrinsic to their very being they never realize it. It also suggests that treating anyone poorly might be a fatal mistake. ~ History of Magic 
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    I really hope this isn't a mistake, but I need to know. 
 
    I stood outside the police station, the same one I'd been questioned at a few days ago. I'd spent Sunday avoiding talking to Jo, which oddly wasn't hard. Apparently, she had both drank too much and let someone try to make her sober, which resulted in giving her the hangover to beat all hangovers. When I got home, she was curled up on the couch, sipping water, and begged me not to talk too loud as she studied.  
 
    I had softly laughed and rubbed the top of her head which elicited a whine. 
 
    "Remember, you have class tomorrow." 
 
    "If I die today, I don't. So just let me die." 
 
    "Hmm, you know what Marisol would do right now, don't you?" 
 
    "Oh, please Cori. For the love of magic, please don't." I swear she whimpered as she said that. 
 
    I laughed, refilled her water, and went to bed. I had my own drama to deal with. Jo learned fast, I doubted she'd ever do that again and if she did, I would pull a Marisol. That would involve cranking music as loud as I could and finding the worst tasting stuff to eat. But for now, I was just as happy to slip into bed and sleep in. 
 
    Sleeping in felt great and let me avoid Jo, who left for a nine am class, which found me back here, staring at the police station. 
 
    The worst they can do is question me again and I don't have anything else going on today. 
 
    I took a deep breath and promptly coughed as I got a mouth full of car exhaust. There were days when I really missed Rockway. Still coughing, I pushed my way in and enjoyed the cooler and much cleaner air inside.  
 
    "May I help you?" It was a question. At least the words should have been one, but the grumpy woman manning the desk made them sound like an accusation. Her hair looked like she'd been in a tornado, streaked with grey and piled on her head. A style that looked cute on Jo, but this one had more lines on her face than I had eyelashes and smelled like she lived in an ashtray. 
 
    It took me off my stride a bit and I stammered. "De-Detective Stone? I mean, I uh, I wanted to talk to Detective Stone?" 
 
    She glared at me. "About what?" 
 
    The attitude made it even harder, but I pushed through. No matter what, I needed to put flowers at that woman's grave. Let her know her death mattered to me. Nothing else had eaten at me as much. I only rarely went to the funerals of those I found but I always followed, knew their name, kept them in my thoughts. This woman, this girl, I knew nothing of, and I needed to give her that much. A name and a goodbye. 
 
    "The girl in the park," I hedged. I would not blurt out things in this public area. Already more than one person had walked by giving me a weird look.  
 
    Her face tightened, but she nodded at some wore and defaced chairs. "Sit. I'll see if he's available." 
 
    I backed away but didn't sit. The chairs looked like they might carry a laboratory's worth of diseases. I had a sudden desire to start spraying the disinfectant we used to clean the ambulance on them. Sitting on those might kill me.  
 
    "What? Decided to tell me what you refused to tell me last time?" Detective Stone's voice sounded right behind me and I jumped, bumping into the chairs. They fell apart like a house of cards. We both stared at them and I just closed my eyes for a moment, wondering how much of the disaster that shadowed me really was my fault. Pushing it away, and my scratchy skull, I looked up at him.  
 
    He had a slack-jawed look of surprise on his face that made him look stupid, and it helped.  
 
    "There wasn't anything I didn't tell you, as I'm sure you are well aware of." 
 
    He crossed his arms across his chest, creating man boobs which I'm pretty sure wasn't the effect he was going for. "Then why are you here? You must have some more information to give us." 
 
    I fought not to roll my eyes. "What else could I have told you? If you've been doing your job, you know I just moved here. I'm the roommate of a new mage at GA MageTech. You should know that I'm a newly hired paramedic at Ruby. Anything else doesn't have anything else to bear on this case. Or did you have another question?" My tone challenged him, and I noted more than a few people, both cops and others, were watching us with a variety of reactions.  
 
    "No. That's what I found out. But that doesn't explain why you're here." His voice was just as challenging, and my teeth ground together. I was going to have dental issues if I kept this up.  
 
    "I'm here because there has been nothing in the news: no mention of her, no asking questions. No 'can you identify' this girl messages." I was about to continue, but he cut me off. 
 
    "What? Is that your fix? You're looking for attention, a bit of glory hound. Want to be known as the person who found the victim? Sell your story to the tabloids? What? Has our keeping this under wraps messed up your plans? You were sure you'd be famous for finding her?" 
 
    "Are all cops here in Atlanta this blasted stupid?" I spat the words out, we were both almost yelling now, but while I was aware of the audience, I didn't really care. "I don't give a damn about anyone knowing who I am. I'd be happier if no one ever knew I existed. But she did. I just wanted to know her name and when and where she was going to be buried. I thought she deserved to have flowers and me knowing her name. Forgive me if I thought that by seeing her in death, I at least owed her the courtesy of laying flowers on her grave." 
 
    His mouth dropped open to let loose what I was sure was about to be another attack on my stupidity and involvement in her death. Coming here had been a waste of my time. 
 
    "Is there an issue?" This voice was arctic cold without a trace of Southern accent. Stone went white and turned slowly to toward the man who had spoken. He was older, maybe fifty, with gray streaking the sides of his head. His suit, while not screaming money, fit well and went with his cold blue eyes and dark brown hair. 
 
    "Captain Jessup, sir, we were having a discussion." 
 
    "At the top of your voices, in the lobby, where at least twenty people are now listening and I'm sure someone has recorded it. All about a case that we wanted to keep under the radar until we had a better lead." 
 
    "She, well, I," Stone sighed and his shoulders slumped. "My behavior was unacceptable, sir. I know better." 
 
    "Yes, it was. And yes you do." He shifted his attention to me, and I wished he hadn't. He had no mage symbols on his temples but from the way his eyes pierced me, I would have believed he had the ability to read my thoughts and my soul. "I take it you are our only lead in this case." 
 
    Only lead? Are they serious? I know nothing. How in the world can I be their lead? 
 
    Worry and annoyance caused my mouth to run off again. "If I'm the only thing you have as a lead, your case is going nowhere, and that girl will never find justice. Because I don't know a damn thing and don't have any ideas for you." 
 
    Stone clenched his fists, but the captain nodded.  
 
    "That is a true statement. I have gone over all the statements you gave, and I believe you are correct in your avowal that you know nothing of the young woman's demise." He kept his voice cool and quiet and already people started drifting away, though one or two seemed a bit disappointed at that. "At this time we still do not know her identity." That comment rocked me back. They didn't know who she was? But she was a mage, or was she? Wracking my brain I tried to remember if she had a tattoo. 
 
    "Wasn't she registered with OMO?" The words slipped out and they both looked at me. 
 
    "She had no tattoos. Why would you think she was a mage?" Captain Jessup asked, still in that smooth voice, but this time his attention didn't waver from me at all.  
 
    "I don't know. The symbols. They seemed mage like. They made me think of," I struggled to find words from what I had sensed. The symbols, obscured by dirt and detritus, had just seemed like twisted magic, something to do something, but they also felt fake. "I just thought with the magical symbols she must have been a mage. But that was just the impression I got. I don't know anything." 
 
    "Stone, did you run her through OMO?" 
 
    Stone shook his head. "No mage tats why bother?" 
 
    I looked at both of them. "Didn't you get the same training as I did?" At their clueless stares I elaborated. "Anyone who is tested gets logged into the OMO system. You're only required to get the tattoos if you're a magician or higher. But to get access to the classes, you need to be tested and registered. Lots of hedges go to be tested just for the access. Even if they never actually use their magic." 
 
    Stone blinked at me, but Jessup nodded slowly. "You know I did get that information, but it was so long ago I'd completely forgotten. I need to institute a new policy to always run via OMO. No matter what. Stone?"  
 
    "On it, sir. I'll run that ASAP." 
 
    Jessup nodded. "I assume we have your contact information?" Looking at me as he asked.  
 
    "Well, I gave it to him, so probably?" 
 
    "Then, I promise: If we figure out who she is and have a time of her interment, I will make sure you are notified. If there is anything else?" 
 
    I sagged. I hadn't wanted to fight with them. Why couldn't some people just be nice? 
 
    "No. Really, that was all I wanted. I just wanted to know her name. It seemed wrong I'd seen her dead and didn't know her name." I shoved my hands in my pockets and avoided his gaze. 
 
    He allowed a slight tilt of his head. "Admirable attitude." With that he turned and started back behind the secure doors, Stone following him. 
 
    "Dammit, I was trying to keep her here a little longer. He wanted to see her," Stone muttered, but I heard him as I turned away. 
 
    "And you work for him since when?" The captain’s cool voice made me feel better as I headed out. 
 
    The conversation was silenced with the door closing behind them. A cold shiver went down my spine and I headed out. If they were talking about me, and I knew they were, I didn't want to meet whoever Stone had been waiting for. In fact, leaving right this moment sounded very good. Turning on my heels I headed for the door at a quick pace. The frustration of the entire conversation wore on me and adding in the confusing last few comments meant it was time to go. I stepped out into the heat, then turned down the street with the chill still trickling down my back. I headed away from the police station, not running, but closer than I liked for a reason I didn't understand. 
 
    A crash, honk of horns, and the cessation of the cold caused me to turn around. One of the big banners announcing DragonWorldCon, a convention held every year about everything involving magic, both real and imagined, had broken loose and collapsed on someone. The fabric moved and even from here I could hear the words they were saying - absolutely not things acceptable for mixed company. With a half snicker I turned and headed away. I had cleaning to do, stuff to buy, and I needed to look at what continuing education course I could take.  
 
    I didn't think about taking the mage test. Not today. I had enough to consider.  
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    With the rise of magic, there was a matching decline in Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. There had been a rise in Wicca, Druidic Sects, Buddhism. Most people now identify as non-secular, though some worship gods they say reside on the other planes. ~History of Magic 
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    Now what do I do? A day off and nothing to study? At this rate I'm going to need to find something else to do to keep me busy. 
 
    The apartment was empty when I got home. I checked the schedule and saw that Jo had classes until three that afternoon. That meant she'd probably get home about four. 
 
    Good. Plenty of time to clean and get laundry done. 
 
    That was the exciting way I spent the next two hours. But by the time I was done the apartment was clean, the last load of laundry was in the machine, and my legs were killing me from running up and down the stairs with full baskets of clothes.  
 
    Just more proof I need to join a gym. 
 
    That idea caught me. I'd have time to go with this schedule. Once I got a few paychecks in, that was something I could do. I still avoided the OMO thoughts, I just wasn't ready. Or I was avoiding it, or a bit of both but either way, I'd mentally braced myself to go in soon. I wanted it to be a weekday while Jo was working; I didn't want anyone to know until I had the results.  
 
    The lock rattling in the door pulled me away from the laundry folding and I looked up to see Jo walk in, lugging a backpack and looking tired. Something else lurked behind her eyes but it vanished as soon as she saw me. 
 
    "Yo, how goes your weekend?" 
 
    "I hate rotating twelves, hate, hate, hate, but it lets me get chores done without everyone else in my way." I nodded at the piles of clean clothes. She was much more of a clothes horse than I was and my clothing was pretty simple under the jumpsuits, though in winter it'd probably be more substantial.  
 
    "Ooh, yes, my favorite tank top." She grinned and set her bag down, flopping on the couch next to me and started matching socks. "You have any plans tonight?" 
 
    I blinked at her, my brain not tracking. "Tonight?" 
 
    "Well it is your Saturday, right?" Her smile sly and teasing, and I went on alert. I knew that smile.  
 
    "I guess so." I hadn't really thought about it like that, but she was right. This was like a Saturday. "But it's your Monday. Shouldn't you be studying?" 
 
    "Meh, is classes, all the boring stuff right now. Besides, I got invited out with a bunch of students. We're going to the Varsity. You want to come? I mean, it means I don't have to cook," she wheedled a bit. 
 
    That caused a flash of guilt. She did get the brunt of the cooking. I had no issue doing it but I swear, nothing ever went right. Even her mother, who believed everyone could cook, had kicked me out of the kitchen. It was that bad.  
 
    One night out, the Varsity is like hamburgers and hot dogs, I can afford that. It's a night out. 
 
    "Sure. But won't I be intruding?" 
 
    Jo gave me a funny look. "You're my best friend, and my roommate, of course not. Besides it is kinda an open get together. Show up, eat, bitch about school. You know, normal stuff." 
 
    I couldn't think of a time I'd ever done that, just hung out with anyone that wasn't Jo and her family. Maybe this is what I needed, to actually have a life and have fun. 
 
    "Sure. When do we leave?" 
 
    Jo glanced at her watch. "Eh, probably about two hours or so. It will take us about twenty minutes to walk there." 
 
    "Sounds good." I fell silent, finishing the last of the laundry.  
 
    "Fine, fine, your silence it speaks volumes. I shall get up and study until then." She dragged herself off the couch, acting like the force of gravity pulled her back down.  
 
    I blew a raspberry at her. "It really feels odd not to have something to study for. I was thinking maybe taking a class or joining a gym. Lugging that stuff around and then climbing a ladder yesterday proves how out of shape I am." 
 
    "Wait? What? Ladder?" She plopped herself back down, staring at me. "Spill!" 
 
    I laughed and told her about the adventure but I said nothing about time stopping or my missing hair, or anything relating to magic. That would be after I tested. At least, I thought I would test. 
 
    Make up your mind. You can't keep going back and forth about this.  
 
    Telling her the story and answering all her questions, she was more interested in my job than I thought, or she was avoiding homework. I figured the odds were running about fifty/fifty on that. But she settled down and stared at her books for a bit then and started in on something on the computer. I read for a bit, for fun. The idea still astonished me but I wasn't reading fiction. Instead, I was working on a library book I'd gotten about deaths in children. Looking for something that would account for Stevie dying in my arms. 
 
    And if it was a mage? If he died by magic? 
 
    I couldn't answer that question, so for now I pushed it to the back. The library had a huge section on magic and mages. It would be next on my list.  
 
    "Hey, you ready to go?" Jo yelled from her bedroom. I looked around, confused. I'd been so wrapped up in the book, it was fascinating and creepy how many ways you could die, that I hadn't realized she'd gotten up. 
 
    "Ummm, I guess. Is what I'm wearing okay?" It was the same jeans and clean shirt, a t-shirt style but in a solid dark red color. It brought out the red in my hair.  
 
    "Sure," she said as she came out. I rolled my eyes. Gone were her jeans and t-shirt for Guzman's Repair Shop. Now she had a form fitting tank top and her hair was up in a ponytail. 
 
    "Someone there you're trying to impress?" I recognized Jo on the prowl. This should prove amusing.  
 
    "Maybe," she said, looking away from me. I smirked at that. Watching her flirt was something between a prancing horse and a bulldozer. Jo didn't do subtle well.  
 
    I got up, slipped my shoes back on and ran a brush through my hair. Jo had said nothing or hadn't noticed my alteration, so I was not about to bring any attention to it. We headed out, enjoying the air that had cooled a few degrees from that afternoon. We talked about nothing important, just enjoyed the walk to the varsity. The city buzzed around us, and I smirked at the DragonWorldCon banners appearing everywhere. I had a soft spot in my heart for them after the day I'd had.  
 
    The noise and excitement outside the Varsity became apparent even a block away. Students, mostly in their early twenties, milled around and clogging the parking lot and sidewalks. It made me glad we weren't even trying to park her bike. It would have been a challenge. 
 
    "Hey, there they are," Jo said, her voice rising in excitement. I saw a group of people and followed her there, watching the morphing groups around me. Almost all of them had tats on their faces, in fact, I saw very few that didn't.  
 
    A group of four, three guys and another girl - from the slump of Jo's shoulders, I figured her current interest wasn't here.  
 
    "Hey everyone, this is my best friend, Cori. Cori, this is Joey, Linc, Mark, and Shelia," she introduced in a wave of gestures and a blur of faces. They all glanced at my temple and a flicker of something then flashed over their faces. Jo didn't notice, but I felt it those flickers as blows and it took everything I had not to make an excuse and leave. I put up with enough shit at the job, I would not let them chase me away. 
 
    I regretted that decision in the first fifteen minutes. Being at home in the empty apartment would have been preferable to having them treat me as a mix between a pet and a piece of furniture. I tried not to seethe because the conversation was fascinating, but people talked over me, ignored any comment I made, and even Jo didn't seem to notice, too busy sparkling in the social buzz. The worst part was knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt, that if my face was tattooed, they would have pulled me in and welcomed me.  
 
    The long ago conversation with Kadia rang more true than it ever had. But how in the world would I get past it? Could I? 
 
    The real question is, do I care enough to try? 
 
    When the waitress brought our food, I prepared to be ignored even more. I'd already realized my stomach was churning too much to eat a hamburger. I'd just ordered a large vanilla milkshake, figuring the bland sweet milk would help settle my stomach. Besides, it was cheap enough that I didn't stress the much money.  
 
    I was already smarting from just how they talked, but worse was Jo not seeing it. She didn't catch the subtle put downs and how they talked about people without magic. That hurt more than anything, and I was ready to ask for my food to go. I turned my head to watch the waitress. I wanted that shake more to give me something to do than anything else. She was two steps away when her shoe caught on a sticky part on the floor. I saw the tray flip and head towards the table - not in that magical slow motion but more just like normal accidents. They had stuck me on the edge, mainly to make it easier to ignore me.  
 
    This arrogance gave me the time I needed. I stepped out and to the side, and moved just in time to avoid the platter of food, drinks, and unfortunately my milkshake hit the table with a resounding crash that brought the whole restaurant to a standstill, and looking at the table with five students all coated in what would have been their dinner.  
 
    "And I believe that is my cue to leave. Have a nice evening peeps." I dug in my pocket and pulled out a five tossing it on the table and turned and walked out. 
 
    "Cori! Wait!" I could hear Jo yelling but I didn't slow down. I just kept walking, torn between annoyed and pissed off, and blessing my karma for once. I couldn't think of a more fitting end for a bunch of jerks. But Jo was in much better shape than me, or at least she could move when she wanted to, and she caught me before I got to the apartment. 
 
    "Cori, what was all that about? Why did you leave?" Her voice confused and a hint of anger to it.  
 
    I turned and stared at her, arms across my chest. She still had a few fries sticking to her and from the sticky wet brown substance, it looked like she'd been hit with Coke mostly. 
 
    "I left because I wasn't wanted. Your friends," I put a sneer into the word, "didn't even bother to notice me. Much less take any time at all to talk to me. And worse, and what really hurts," my control slipped because it had hurt, "you didn't notice or do anything to stop it." 
 
    "I did-" she started to protest, and I just looked at her, my arms crossed, hugging myself. Jo blinked, her eyes tilting up as we stood there, the apartment building lights a beacon of safety. But right then I didn't want to be comforted. My skin crawled with annoyance and hurt, of all the people I never expected this from her.. 
 
    "I," she started again, but her shoulders slumped. "You're right. I am so sorry. I just," she swallowed and looked away from me. "I wanted them to like me and I assumed they'd like you too, cause you're Cori." 
 
    Her misery colored her words, and I wanted to put my arms around her and hold her, tell her it was okay. I didn't. 
 
    "You know even if everyone says there are no prejudices; there are. And not saying something is how it starts. Now," I held up my hand before she could say anything. "I could have said something also, but I didn't. And that's on me. But if those are your friends," I stressed the word again, "are they the people you really want to hang around?" 
 
    She looked away and I got the feeling she was hiding something else but I didn't push it. She'd tell me in time, when she was ready. Besides, I was still annoyed at the whole situation. 
 
    "Okay. And I'm sorry, Cori." 
 
    "Me too." I looked at her again. "But I'm not touching you until you shower. You look sticky and I don't need that on my clothes." 
 
    Jo glanced down and laughed a little. "I feel sticky. If I don't shower soon, I might turn into a statue. It feels awful on my skin."  
 
    I laughed, shaking my head. "Come on, I'll open all the doors, so you don't need to touch anything. Personally, I'd strip in the shower. Leave your shoes at the front door and I'll clean them." 
 
    "Thanks. You're the bestest." 
 
    "Maybe. Next time, let people know I'm the bestest?"  
 
    "Deal." We headed up into the apartment. It still hurt but I had faith in her. She'd always be there, but no one was perfect. Right? I ignored the niggling worm of worry. Between the mage stuff and work, I didn't have time to worry about anything else. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    While making testing mandatory has been thrown around in Washington DC for years, there are only a few countries that make it mandatory for all citizens, interestingly two are Asian and one is tiny.  Japan and North Korea both require it three times. Once upon turning 21, then again at 25, and a final time prior to marriage or 30, which ever is later. The other country is Lichtenstein. They require it at age 27 if not already tested and all immigrants into their country are required to test if they are not mages registered with the OMO. ~ Magical Politics 
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    Just one more day. I can do this and then I'll figure out the mage thing.  
 
    I'd spent Tuesday exploring, getting more books from the library, and trying to figure out how to set up a savings plan that would pay for more schooling someday. I didn't even look at the OMO, though I kept rolling it around in my head. I also slept in. That was the best part of the day. 
 
    I showed up Wednesday morning and it felt like I'd walked into a different world. Jorge waved and smiled at me. Lisa came over to talk to me as I made coffee and everyone teased me about Catastrophe Cori. It felt normal. Heck, I didn't even mind the teasing. It was the best day of work I'd had in ages.  
 
    Our calls were random, but routine: accidents, overdoses, people being stupid as Labor Day weekend approached. I kept it together, and life was good. Jo was more serious in the evenings. It seemed like she always had a book in front of her, muttering to herself, but I didn't pry. I did plan on seeing if I could get her to take me to the college library this weekend. There were some books that looked fascinating.  
 
    Friday morning dawned hot, humid, and with thunderclouds and lightning threating to break at any moment. 
 
    "I really hope we don't get more people up trees or cellphone towers today." I said looking out the bay to the heavy dark clouds like cotton balls saturated with blue black ink. 
 
    "Yeah, ‘cause you would be the one going up there, not me. I have no desire to die by lightning." 
 
    I grinned at him. "You never know. You might get mutant powers and become a superhero." The comic book characters from Marvel were all the rage right now, and who wouldn't want to be Wolverine, always healing and immortal. 
 
    If I was immortal, that might give me enough time to learn everything. 
 
    The thought was wistful as I sipped my coffee. The heat had been enough that I gave in and made the coffee iced. Of course that lowered the caffeine level, so I had warned everyone I was using the super caffeinated mix and made iced coffee for the entire crew. That might have been a mistake from the looks of ecstasy on their faces as they sipped on that brew. I grinned to myself as I sipped. I fit in here. I could be a valuable member of the team. 
 
    That caused my smile to fade. I'd already decided to get up early Saturday. Jo rarely crawled out of bed before ten on the weekends, and I thought she had something today which would make her really late home. If I got up at eight, I could test and be home before she got up. 
 
    "All units, report of multiple bodies at Centennial Olympic Park. Repeat multiple bodies. All units respond." My head jerked up and looked at Jorge the same expression on his face that I knew was on mine.  
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    I turned and sprinted for the rig. Slipping into the passenger side, I dropped my coffee in the cup holder, buckled in, and grabbed the radio. "Unit Ruby 3 responding," I said, even as I saw everyone else headed toward their rigs. We pulled out first, mainly because we'd been in the bay, already dressed and ready to go. I glanced at the clock in the ambulance as we pulled out, twelve-fifteen, the start of lunch.  
 
    Ruby wasn't too far from Centennial but it was surface streets, and that meant people. It took an agonizing ten minutes, even with sirens and lights blaring, to get there. What really set my nerves aflame was all the other sirens I heard. As we approached, I saw ambulances from various companies and hospitals, along with police and fire all headed toward the park. 
 
    "Dear Merlin, what happened?" I whispered. Even at the bus crash there had only been a tenth of what I saw approaching here. I clenched my jaw, hoping it was all just an over-reaction, but deep down, that part of me that knew when bad things had happened pulled up into a tight, hard ball. We screeched to a halt at the border of the park and jumped out. We grabbed our bags from the back. We didn't want to get the gurney until we knew what we were dealing with. I swallowed hard as Jorge grabbed SMART tags and we headed to where police were waving. It was a stream of jumpsuits, uniforms, and people running towards the center of the park.  
 
    We came to a halt, along with just about everyone else, at the fountain of rings. The fountain was the center of the park. Five Olympic rings were embedded into the ground as part of a huge fountain. In the summer it was popular and lots of people used the area, which made what lay in front of me even more confusing.  
 
    At least fifty people, maybe more, lay crumpled on the surface of the fountain. They all lay unmoving with blood leaking from them into the water. The air around felt weird and thin, as if the sky itself was about to rip in two. The clouds above looked like they were seconds from dumping, and even with the heat, I felt cold seeping into me. We stood, frozen, as we looked at the enormity of the situation.  
 
    Where do we start? Which direction? 
 
    A man with a police uniform jumped up on one of the two walls surrounding the fountain with a bullhorn. "Everyone, listen up. We don't know what happened or how. Start triage, tag if you need to. We have enough ambulances that if you get a red, get them to the hospital and move on. Ruby gets reds first, then Piedmont, then we'll move to Emory. VA said they can take some if we need them, after that…" he looked around, his face white. "After that we'll figure it out. If you see something that might give us clues as to who did this, try to preserve it but the people are the first priority. Go."  
 
    His command cut the string that had been holding us and as one we moved forward. Jorge and I headed to the first victim directly ahead of us. Young male, Hispanic, maybe early twenties, I dropped to my knees, but I knew even as I touched his throat what the answer would be. His neck had been slit, and the blood ran into the fountain, creating patterns of red in the flowing water. 
 
    "Black, tag and move." I pushed my worries and doubts to the side even as I rose and headed to the next a few steps away. I saw the symbols carved into her skin, but what registered more was the sluggish pulse under my skin. 
 
    "Red!" I yelled as Jorge finished tying the tag. He dove over to me as I was ripping open the woman's shirt. I realized most of them were young, though there were a few that looked older - by that I meant in their thirties or forties. None of them were obviously older than that. That struck me as weird in the part of my brain that watched for this. Mostly I focused on her and not the two areas in the sky that felt raw and torn and the odd feeling that there should be three. 
 
    There was a lump on the back of her head that worried me, especially as one of her eyes bulged out, implying pressure behind it. But her pupils reacted, and she had a pulse in all her extremities. Under her shirt I found the real wounds. Her light green tank top had been pulled up and then back down, which also seemed off. It meant she hadn't fought when she someone cut her. That same someone carved, or cut, a pattern into her chest. It looked vaguely familiar, but off. A circle with small circles surrounding it. At each small circle a deep wound went straight into her abdomen made with something like an ice pick I thought. None of them were gushing blood, but her belly had already distended.  
 
    "Abdominal wounds, probable perforated spleen, liver, possibly her intestines." That last part depended on the angel of the weapon, and if she had been lying down or standing. If her intestines had been perforated, she probably wouldn't make it. If they hadn't, she had a better chance but either way, it didn't matter. 
 
    "I'll get the gurney, stabilize her and call it in." 
 
    I nodded, already starting to brace her, wanting to make sure she didn't move as we got her onto the gurney. By the time I had her ready to transport, IV installed, and all her vitals recorded, Jorge was back. In a quick move we lifted her onto the gurney and strapped her down. We headed back to our rig moving as fast as we could without risking her. All around me I saw other people doing the same, and all too many black tags around the wrists of others.  
 
    "Did you hear anything?" I asked as we jumped in. Me staying in the back to watch her as he sped to Ruby. At this point they had blocked off the streets to give us quick, clear access, so the drive there should be much faster.  
 
    "Not really. All they said was one minute the fountain was fenced off as if it was under repair, the next, there were bodies everywhere and people started screaming." 
 
    He drove through the street like he was in a race car. Normal hand off procedures would be truncated today. We didn't have time and even seconds might make the difference between someone being a red or a black tag.  
 
    Magic. Someone used magic to kill these people, or at least they used it hide their deaths.  
 
    I knew illusions were possible for an Air mage. You could make people see or not see something by bending the air to reflect light, or something like that. Another thing I didn't know enough about. 
 
    We slammed to a halt in the emergency bay just as another bus pulled out. We jumped out and handed over the woman to the people running out to greet us. In five minutes, we transferred her vitals and we were back racing towards the scene. And scene it was. By this time the place swarmed with people. We headed out to an area no one had hit yet, or else they were all dead. From a distance sometimes it was hard to tell. Again, I glanced up at the areas of the sky, but the raw tears didn't seem as bad. No one else looked up at them, so maybe it was just me and being weird. 
 
    "There," Jorge said. A young man, his skin was so dark in the gloomy light that I worried about being able to see his wounds. I dropped next to him, my fingers searching for a pulse.  
 
    "Got one, he's alive," I said, my voice was purposefully loud over the noise of sirens, people, radios, and just the sound of the city. It surrounded us like a dense wall, and I pushed it all away to focus. 
 
    A hand grabbed my arm as I was about to slide in the IV for saline, shattering my concentration. Whoever had grabbed me, lifted me up, and dragged me away from my patient. 
 
    "You! You fucking did this. What the hell did you do? And where, by Merlins' balls are your tattoos? And why in the world did you cut off your hair? You need that and you're going to need do more to answer for your part in all this."  
 
    A man that looked vaguely familiar had my upper left arm raised up above my head, almost pulling it out of the socket as he had to be at least six foot three inches of imposing mass. The dark shock of hair and aquiline features in a suit worth more than my monthly salary glared at me. His merlin tattoo gleamed in the light made of blues, reds, and greens that seemed to be more than just tattoo ink. 
 
    "Let me go!" I ripped my arm away. "I don't have time for you." Jorge had stood and looked at the man with alarm and anger. 
 
    "You did this, and you're coming with me now!" He growled. 
 
    "I had nothing to do with this. Get out of my way, you're risking my patient." 
 
    "No. You're coming with me now and I'll damn well figure out why you aren't marked." He reached for my arm and I reacted. I knew we were lucky the young man was still alive and this yahoo was taking up time my patient didn't have. I pulled away, rotated and put all of my weight in the punch into his jaw. He didn't see it coming and I hit him hard, with a buzz of static electricity rattling down my arm. 
 
    Blasted clouds have everything all electricky. 
 
    He fell to the ground in a heap and I spun back to the boy, getting the IV in this time. His blood pressure was too low due to blood loss. He, like the others I'd seen so far, had things carved into his body, though this pattern was different. But the deep puncture marks were similar. The symbols clicked into my mind as we got him onto the gurney and blood seeped through the bandages.  
 
    "By Merlin, the person doing this is carving the magic symbols into their bodies. Look!" With Jorge looking at me, and the idiot on the ground, I traced the symbol, realizing this one was spirit, while the other had been order. The deep marks at the points of the design that made a weird sort of sense. 
 
    "What about him?" He asked, nodding at the idiot. 
 
    "Leave him. He's just unconscious." 
 
    "Do you know him?" Jorge looked worried as we headed back to the ambulance. 
 
    "Never met him before," I said, but at the back of my mind something niggled. The patient moaned and I cast it aside. Later, when I had time to process this, I would. This day would live in my mind, and I couldn't help but feel that it was connected to the girl I found.  
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    While mages are often described as Time or Air or Earth - this only indicates their strength in a specific branch. It doesn't always indicate that they can use everything in that branch. For example, there are usually six or seven spells or areas of magic within each branch. And at least one of them are only available to someone strong in that branch. But that doesn't mean that any mage can use all of them expertly. College teaches you how to use them and tips and tricks about using the spells, however it takes decades of practice to be able to use them the way most people think. It is one reason why many mages rarely use magic. ~ Magic Explained 
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    By four-thirty, all that were left were the black tags. That meant we had to stand back and let the forensic teams do their best. Jorge and I were one of the groups that stayed. We couldn't take them to the morgue until after they had been examined, but it felt wrong to just walk away and leave them there like so much garbage. We stood silently, near our rig, watching the techs swarm the scene. By the time we got back, the man I'd decked had left. I couldn't find it in myself to care.  
 
    There were three groups of us and none of us spoke, just watched. The last count had been twelve dead, a total of twenty-seven victims. Even the police had stopped their chatter and the GBI, the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, had taken over the scene. They had order mages out there, trying to reconstruct what had happened.  
 
    It reminds me so much of that girl. But why didn't they know this was coming? 
 
    I had no illusions as to the omnipotence of the police, but how did you hide planning to killing twenty-seven people? And why twenty-seven? So many questions, and for a long bleak moment I regretted not going for the police academy. I wanted to be out there trying to figure out the answer to what happened. But I couldn't. So I stood and watched and waited.  
 
    A stir of motion on the other side of the fountain drew my attention. Five people, all men from the way they walked though at this distance it was hard to tell, were storming into the area. They were arguing with the GBI, or at least that was who I thought they were. I could have been wrong, but it looked for all the world like a territorial dispute. I amused myself, imagining this as a gang war and almost laughed at the idea of them wearing stuff from West Side Story. After all, the love of a Merlin for a norm was always good story fodder. 
 
    "Hey, Cori?" I looked at Jorge, my mind pulled from my weird musings. "Isn't that the dude you decked earlier today?" He pointed over at the people I'd been being imagining as modern-day gang bangers. His comment made me focus on the people, not just the general actions of all of them. Sure enough, the lead man had the dark hair I remembered and the pale skin. Even from here the colors of his tattoo were shocking. 
 
    "I think so. Ugh. So how much trouble am I going to get in for decking him?" 
 
    Great. First month on the job and I'm going to get arrested. With my luck he's with the GBI or something. 
 
    I fought back a groan. I really didn't need this in my life. At this point, I just wanted to go test tomorrow morning and then go from there. 
 
    "Eh. He was interfering with your efforts and I'm pretty sure that is illegal. Besides all his rambling made no sense. I know where you were all morning. I don't think you had time to dart out, kill or try to kill twenty-seven people, and get back here before I noticed you were gone." His amused sarcasm made me feel better. But still, what had he been going on about? 
 
    "Well if I get arrested, I'm going to be pissed." 
 
    Jorge shrugged. "It happens, but don't worry about it until they file charges." He grins. "Aren't you glad you have the next two days off?" 
 
    We had kept our voices low but even the spurt of amusement felt wrong, looking at this grizzly scene.  
 
    "Yeah, think I need to decompress after today." There was a bit of fear in admitting that, like I was failing. But Jorge nodded. 
 
    "I agree. This is not normal. If this didn't affect you, I might be even more worried about you than I am by anyone that does well in this job." He trailed off as we watched the order mage create a replica of the body at his feet. It stood and looked blankly out at the world, and then flinched as blood appeared on his torso, but the created image didn't move or react. 
 
    "Okay that is creepy as hell," one of the other techs muttered. I agreed, but what bugged me was the lack of reaction, not the recreation. I hadn't realized there was a way to control people like that magically. The idea made my skin crawl. That you could control anyone to the point they would let you do that, much less so many, was scary. I swallowed hard as bile churned at the back of my throat. 
 
    "Oh fuck," another tech said, and the tone in her voice had all of us turning to look at her. She was a pretty black woman, strength in her stance with long hair in elaborate braids in a thick single braid down her back. She had brown eyes that I suspected normally sparked with joy. Now she looked washed out and her mouth had lines around it as she swallowed hard, trying to speak.  
 
    "Marjorie? What's wrong?" We had all turned towards her, even the cops had drifted over. Her skin had gone gray and for a moment I thought she'd be sick or pass out. Her partner put his hand on her shoulder and to my surprise, she leaned into it; she had come across as tough and no nonsense all day, but now she looked like she might shatter. "Marj?" 
 
    "One of my friends is an OR nurse at Piedmont. She said they just got out of surgery on one of the vics," Marj's voice shook, but I didn't know why. We knew a lot of them wouldn't survive. "She said they figured out why they didn't fight or do anything." A sob caught and she swallowed. The sound made a lump form in my own throat as my skin tightened, preparing for something I knew I would not like.  
 
    "Well?" Someone else asked impatient and her hands shook as she tried to put her phone away, her eyes staring at the park not seeing anything. 
 
    "Marj? What did they find out?" 
 
    Her eyes focused in on us, and I wanted to take a step back at the grief and hollow look in them. "They have an archmage on staff as a neurosurgeon. He wanted to watch the operation and was checking her pain stimulus response, as they couldn't get her to respond to anything. He realized the patient didn't have any brain activity outside of low autonomous activity. Her brain looks like someone let loose lightning in it. The brain stem is untouched, but her brain is fried. There is no one there to save. They're all walking corpses." 
 
    Her words fell with a power I'd never felt, and I locked my jaw to prevent myself from crying. A few people gasped and at least one person made a retching sound. I turned and looked at the bodies still left. With the brain stem untouched, they would breath and pump blood, but only for a while longer. With most everything else fried, they were organ donors, nothing more. 
 
    Looking at the scene, I filled in the bodies we had removed, and the symbols carved into their chests. All of it pointed to a mage and the deaths must be some sort of ritual. But what? Why? 
 
    "So we didn't save anyone. They were all dead. We just preserved organs." My words echoed in the strange heavy atmosphere and people turned to look at me. 
 
    "Pretty much," Jorge muttered. He didn't look at me, still watching the group of people arguing.  
 
    "Is it just me? Or do you want to go over there and tell them to be more respectful? All these people just died, and they are over there arguing about what? Who is in charge? Who cares?" 
 
    "Welcome to big city politics but I don't know who that guy is." It was one of the cops that had stayed near us. "And why does he have grass and water on his suit coat?" 
 
    "That would be because Cori punched him. It was a beautiful sight, and he went right down." Jorge said with way too much glee, in my opinion. 
 
    "Ouch. That's not going to make him happy. He's got to be from the GBI, or something, from how they are kowtowing to him." 
 
    "He's a merlin. He's arrogant," I muttered.  
 
    I really shouldn't have punched him. It isn't like it made any difference. I'll hold on to the thought that maybe some people will get the transplants they needed because of this. It's the only thing I have. The thought didn't help but maybe it would later. 
 
     "Great, here they come. Maybe they'll tell us they're releasing the bodies and we can get them to the morgue?" one of the other paramedics said. At this point it was a forgone conclusion the GBI would be doing autopsies on all the bodies. I'd have to see about grabbing the report when it was all done. 
 
    I focused on the men storming towards us. That finally got my memory to click. The guy was outside the police station both times. That was why he looked familiar. But this time, rather than glaring at the sidewalk, he focused on me. Belatedly I realized Detective Stone was with them too and I almost groaned. This wasn't something I wanted to deal with right now or here. 
 
    "Well, this will be a pain," I muttered crossing my arms and feeling myself hunch inward. "Two people with grudges against me." 
 
    "So you decked him, he was interfering in your job. I'll back you up. He needs to learn just cause he's a merlin doesn't mean he gets to do whatever he wants." Jorge stood up straighter, glaring at the men coming our way. 
 
    My skin itched and I wanted to scratch my scalp, but not here. Right now I just wanted to deal with the idiots, take these poor souls to their final place, and get back to the EMS department. Maybe take a call about a baby on the way or something. I could use a happy reason to end the day. As it was, I knew these victims would join the tree girl as regular visitors to my nightmares, which I didn’t need any more additions to. 
 
    They got closer and my nerves flared, the same feeling of danger as that day outside the police station. I didn't understand that feeling. That sensation the other day had been freaky enough. To feel it again made no sense. I forced a long, slow breath as I watched the approaching men. 
 
    All of them were at least thirty, with Stone having the cheapest suit of all of them. The merlin had on something elegant that probably cost more than what I'd make this month. Two others struck me as junior agents, though they had mage tats on their temples, they weren't merlin's. It was obvious from how they trailed behind the guy that they reported to him, or at least he had more power than they did. 
 
    "There she is." Stone was speaking as they walked up to us. I felt the others shuffle away from me as Stone pointed at me. "That's Cori Munroe. She's the one that found the other girl, but I couldn't find anything linking her to the murder." 
 
    "The what?" I heard Jorge mutter, I felt his gaze on me, and heard the confusion in his voice.  
 
    "That's because I didn't have anything to do with it. And you know it. I'm just here as part of my job. Nothing else. I'm not involved." 
 
    I pulled my gaze away from Stone, enjoying his annoyance at me not cowering in fear, but I got caught by the other man's look. A red inflamed spot on his cheekbone where I'd decked him clashed with his pale skin and dark hair. This time I saw his eyes, a steel gray with no give, no warmth. If you could cast magic like in the old stories and the way movies made it look, I'm sure beams of energy from his eyes would have punctured me. I fought not to back up or quail. Okay, I'd decked him, but he'd deserved it. 
 
    Hadn't he? 
 
    "Cori Munroe, you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, violation of the plane stability act, being an unregistered mage, and assaulting a federal agent." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13  
 
    Ritual magic as a vehicle to power is talked about rarely for good reason, it doesn't work. Or it might work, but those that get it to work have paid a price that most don't regard as worth it. But then the mage getting the power wasn't the one to pay the price. And any ethical human would never do that. ~ History of Magic 
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    The words fell like boulders in a still pond and everyone erupted with exclamations around me. Even the people I had just met this day were demanding to know what he was talking about. 
 
    Me?  
 
    I was in so much shock I just stood there, gaping at him. 
 
    The plane stability act? An unregistered mage? What in the world? 
 
    Even Detective Stone was gaping at him, but the two junior agents had cuffs out and had my hands handcuffed tightly behind my back before it registered to me what they were doing. 
 
    "Hey! You can't arrest her for assault. You grabbed her first," Jorge protested.  
 
    "She shouldn't have walked away while I was talking to her." 
 
    They started to drag me away and my brain finally kicked out of neutral. Maybe I hung around Jo too much. I was even starting to think in car terms.  
 
    "I've never emerged. Or if I have, I'm so low I didn't realize it. And besides, you can't arrest me on that as I'm not over the age limit requiring registration. And since I don't know what the plane stability act is, I can't have violated it." 
 
    "Ignorance of the law is no excuse," his voice was flat and almost inhuman. 
 
    "No, but since you assaulted me first, I'm not over twenty-six, I'm not involved in any murder, and there are people here who KNOW where I was all day, you have no reason to arrest me." 
 
    The jerk smirked at me. "I'm a federal agent for the FBI Magical enforcement division and I have the right to arrest anyone until they prove they aren't a mage and all mages are subject to my authority. If nothing else, you're arrested because I said so. And I don't give a damn what you think, you're a mage and there is no way you can't know it. Take her to the OMO testing facility, I want her marked and drafted so I can press the proper charges." 
 
    They dragged me away to the surprised exclamations of the people left behind. I didn't bother to struggle. The two men were at least fifty pounds heavier than me, and obviously trained in how to subdue people from the painful hold they had on my arms. I went with them.  
 
    Look on the bright side. I was planning on getting tested tomorrow anyhow, so this isn't anything I didn't want. And this way I won't have the guilt of Jo asking why I didn't get tested when she asked me to. See, this actually makes it easier. I'll prove that I'm at best a weak hedgie and it will be over. 
 
    I relaxed into the back seat of the stereotypical black sedan they shoved me into. I didn't bother trying to talk to them or to get on their good side. I didn't care. I just wanted this over with, all of it. 
 
    The ride didn't take too long. The streets were still closed and they had a major OMO site near Ruby. I really wanted to hide as people looked at them pulling up to the door and dragging me out in handcuffs. How much more embarrassing could this get? 
 
    Treat it as a learning experience. You wanted to know what testing was like and you'll never see any of these people again. 
 
    I kept repeating that to myself, trying to not feel embarrassed. It didn't work, but I tried.  
 
    The doors slid open and I looked around, almost expecting unicorns or something. Instead, it looked like the reception area of the urgent care clinic. Boring. A small waiting room, with no one there, and a window in the wall with a woman sitting there. She was a little older than me with a tattoo of chaos on her temple. An Entropy mage, marked with swirls of color in fire and time. She arched a dark, perfectly plucked, eyebrow.  
 
    "And this is?" 
 
    "Unregistered mage. Forced testing and registration with charges pending under the Ronin Act," the agent with sandy brown hair said, with a northerner's clipped accent. 
 
    "Unless she has the best skin care regime in the world, she isn't old enough to charge under the Ronin Act." 
 
    "Alixant said she has to test." 
 
    "Sorry, has to be willing until after the age limit. Do you have any proof she's a mage?" 
 
    I liked her. She wasn't intimidated by these bozos or whoever Alixant was. The guy I punched? It sounded like the name he'd have. 
 
    Before they could get into it, I spoke up. "It's okay. I'll register and test. I just want it over so I can go back to work." 
 
    "Up to you." I felt the tension fade from the two junior agents and I wondered if I had refused how much trouble it would have caused.  
 
    Oh well. Not worth it. Let me do the damn test, prove I don't have any magic to speak of, and maybe get back to work before I get fired. I wonder if I can get fired for this.  
 
    After they unlocked the handcuffs, they stood there as I signed the forms that she gave me. 
 
    "Okay, ready?" She asked, once I'd signed my life away. Her name tag said Rachel. 
 
    "I guess." She stepped out around and opened the door. "This way." The two agents moved to come in. 
 
    "I don't think so. This is her time. You can wait here." 
 
    "What if she runs?" One of them protested.  
 
    "You are free to go stand by the back door. Unless she creates another opening, she has to leave by one of those two methods." Her voice was so dry and cutting I wanted to applaud her. Instead, I kept my mouth shut and watched them. 
 
    "Go to the back, I'll stay here." The northern said and I just sighed. The other one, who had his blond hair in a short crew cut and had probably done military for part of his draft, headed to the back. 
 
    Once the door closed behind her, she took me over to a small area with a height chart. There, I let her take my picture, my fingerprints, and a retinal scan. The DNA swab surprised me, but it made sense. They wanted to know for sure who you were. It took forever to get everything into the computer, but she entered it and I verified everything. 
 
    "Okay, the next step is the power level monitor. Most people who come in are either very low and just want to know, or they are suffering from an emergence and tend to be disoriented, so what we put them through happens in bits and pieces. But for you it should be easy." Her tone was friendly, but impersonal. Just another day at work for her. 
 
    I followed her out of what was obviously the intake area into the back. Three people stood there, all mages, and one with a merlin tattoo. Someone that screamed tech sat looking at computer monitors, and he didn't even glance my way. The merlin looked up and paled, then frowned.  
 
    "You just emerge?" 
 
    "Not that I know of. I'm here to prove that I'm not a mage, or at least a very minor hedgemage." He frowned even more as I spoke. The other mage didn't seem to notice or care. She was older, her graying hair pulled back into a bun.  
 
    "Fine. Step inside. The door will close, and you may feel waves of pressure or something like wind. Don't panic, it's just testing your magical field. After that, if you are a mage, we'll decide your affinities." 
 
    She pointed at something that really did look like the fully body scanners at the airport but tech kept looking at his monitors. There was another door out of the place, but the older mage, the merlin had a funny look on his face. 
 
    "Why do you think you're not a mage or a hedgemage?" 
 
    I tilted my head looking at the weird contraption. "Never emerged, no family history of magic, no reason to think I am. Only here cause some idiot arrested me citing the Ronin act." I felt a bit of guilt. I did have reason to suspect but still, did it matter? I had nothing to do with any of those deaths.   
 
    His eyes narrowed but he didn't say anything, just nodded towards the machine. 
 
    I shrugged and stepped into the chamber. The door slid shut and I tensed waiting for something, for anything, to happen. Nothing happened. I stood there bored as I waited. No waves of pressure, no feeling of wind - just glass walls that were frosted, steel gray bars that reminded me of Alixant's eyes, and a gray floor. I sighed and started counting in my head. I reached two-hundred thirty-three before the door slid open. 
 
    Finally. Maybe I can leave now. Or at least get those idiots to leave me alone. 
 
     I stepped out of the chamber to just Rachel standing there. The others had gone. I looked around, but all the fancy monitors were dark. 
 
    "Did the test break?"  
 
    She had a smile on her face, but it seemed tense, a bit forced. "No. They needed to go check something. They asked me to take you to the affinity room and get that sorted before they tell you your rank." 
 
    "Why? I'm so low the test barely registered? It won't hurt my feelings that I barely qualify as a hedge." I resisted rolling my eyes. Why did people make it out to be such a big deal? I was fine not being a mage. My life was good. I didn't need any complications to it. I just wanted to get back to work and try to have a normal life. 
 
    Rachel said nothing, just ushered me into the next room. It resembled what Jo had said and there was a mage there. Her boredom was so absolute she had a magazine in front of her face. All I could see was a puffy haircut and long nails painted a pale pink that matched her skin tone perfectly. 
 
    "There are twelve objects on the table. Which ones do you like the best? Place them in order of priority to your own feelings on the other table." Her voice sounded odd, muffled behind the magazine, but I barely noticed. A blank marble table stood on the opposite side of me, the empty white space ached to be filled. The various objects on the table held my attention and I didn't understand why. 
 
    Jo had told me there would be objects, but she made it seem so mundane, so basic, that the idea of a yard sale table sat in my head. This table was a heavy, dark wood, with the objects scattered across in no grouping that made sense to me. I had expected the same ones Jo mentioned, but none of this looked like what she said. Maybe every office did it slightly differently, depending on who ran it? 
 
    In front of me was a silver hourglass, the crystals in it drifting through at a rate that just annoyed me, but I couldn't have said why. I started to reach, then stopped, looking at the other eleven objects. They all seemed odd and strange, yet mundane. A Rubix cube, all in a jumble of colors, a candle with a flame, a water fountain giving the room a gentle tinkle, and a pile of what looked like raw silk yarn.  
 
    I stood frozen, trying to decide. 
 
    "Just pick as many or as few as you feel drawn to. Don't over think it." The monitor's voice was vague and distant, I noted her comments, but didn't give them any weight. There was a hole in the table, and it bugged me. Oh, the hourglass called to me, but the hole ate at me like an itch. I couldn't see a pattern in the objects on the table, but there should have been something over there. I reached out, without conscious thought. I wanted to reach for three or four other things but I moved, and my hand wrapped around something. As soon as I wrapped my hand around it, something shimmered into existence. It was tiny; a bauble for a necklace of the spirit symbol. I moved it to the other table, though it hurt to lay it down. Then I turned back, reaching and grabbing without conscious thought. 
 
    A white disk with the word black, marring its surface; I that picked up, and tried to rub the black off with my thumb as I transferred it to the table. A glass bulb was next, pretty with purples and greens swirling it, but when I picked it up my knees almost buckled with the need to cry. This had happened twice before in my life. It was one reason I always steeled myself before handing people back things they had left. I set it down on the other table with a shudder, trying not to cry. 
 
    That was three, I should be done now right? 
 
    But I couldn't stop; there were things I needed to touch. The need to reach for a few more built inside me, to correct things that were wrong. The hourglass with its crystals going through at the wrong speed - I held it, wanting to fix. They needed to be whole, to be consistent, but one would be five seconds, the next fifteen, then three. I didn't know if I wanted to break it or pull it apart. Instead I set it on the table and tipped it over so the sand quit flowing. 
 
    I passed over the mineral that was mixed with at least three substances, the candle, the water, and the shredded ribbon; none of them called to me. But the earth in a vial, with a lone avocado seed in a pot next to it hurt. I poured the dirt over it, swirling it together, then set it on my table. As I set the last object on the table, the need snapped and I turned to look at what I'd done, even as cold worry swirled in my belly. 
 
    The amulet, hourglass, glass bulb, white chip with the word almost erased, and the pot of earth with an avocado seed in it.  
 
    What in the hell is all this? 
 
    I felt like I'd come out of a dream or something. I reached back for the amulet, needing it in my hands. A sense of something being seriously wrong seeped into my skull, but before I could focus on it, the other door in the room opened. I turned and only then realized the woman who had been manning the test was gone as Rachel looked at me. 
 
    "This way. You're all done." 
 
    I walked towards her with the amulet still in my hand. I forced myself to hand to her, but she just shook her head. 
 
    "You can keep it. They would like to talk to you."  
 
    That made no sense as I walked into another room down a short hallway. She pushed open a door. That caught me. Why was there no handle just a swinging door? It opened to reveal a room with four people. 
 
    Voices were talking as the door swung open and I focused on the sounds, before scanning the rest of the room. 
 
    "Damnit, if she was over twenty-four, I'd own her lying ass for the next two decades, and I'd make damn sure she paid for every death in blood and in sweat. I can command drafted mages to pay heavier prices." 
 
    "Well, she isn't, and I don't think she's lying. Let's talk to her first." The woman quit speaking as they turned to look at me.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Where there is fire, there is smoke. Where there is fire without cause, there is a mage.~ Qin Lin Proverb. 
 
    [image: A picture containing light  Description automatically generated] 
 
    I swallowed. Their gaze riveted me to the floor. To give myself some time, I let myself inspect the rest of the room and what looked like a dentist’s chair.  
 
    I couldn't move. My entire attention fixated on the chair, the young woman that stood next to it, and the tray that stood next to her. A tray with ink, a tattoo gun, and templates. 
 
    "I don't understand," my voice shook as I dragged my attention away from the chair and to the other people in the room. One of them was the jerk from the park, Alixant. The other was the man who had spoken to me before I tested along with the woman from the room with the objects. I only recognized her from her puffy hair and the nails on her hands that were laid out flat on a table. 
 
    "What in the hell are you playing at thinking you can hide your power? Why weren't you dragged in before? Anyone as powerful as you without training is dangerous as all get out. I knew you were lying. So how did you know about the rips?" His voice tore at me like a whip seeking a target. 
 
    I looked at him completely off balance. "What are you talking about?" My voice quavered even more, and I found myself pressed against the wall, as far as possible from all of them. 
 
    "Oh, quit lying. We don't have time. If those rips form, the possible death toll will be in the thousands." He had stood up and was stalking over to me. "So get your ass in that damn chair, get marked, and I'm drafting you now." 
 
    "Steven," it was the puffy hair woman, but the name still made me flinch. "She has no idea what you're talking about and she doesn't remember emerging. She isn't lying." 
 
    The man turned, looking for a minute like he would hit me. His glare remained so fierce I couldn't help but press back further into the wall, wanting it to hide me.  
 
    "Fran, you can't be serious. She had to know. With her rank, her emergence should have made waves. Hell, why didn't we know? It should have been sensed by other Merlins in her sphere." He stalked back and forth, and my gaze kept going from him to the puffy blond, to the older man. 
 
    "What are you talking about? What don't I know?" I forced the words past vocal cords that were frozen, either with fear or nerves. I didn't know which.  
 
    He smiled at me, and nothing about it was friendly. "Welcome to the draft. You're a merlin." 
 
    I swear my knees went weak for a moment and I staggered a bit. "Are you insane? I can't be a merlin. I've never emerged. Merlins are incredibly powerful, I'm just weird." 
 
    He turned and looked at Fran again, and she nodded at him. With a snarl he whirled back to face me. "Did you have anything to do with the ritual murders in the park today? Do you know anything about them?" 
 
    "No!" I all but shouted the word, frustration and fear eroding the shock that had put me in a state of numbness. "How many times do I have to tell people I just found her? I always find weird things, or they find me. But I had, have, nothing to do with any of them." 
 
    "You know, I think that is why she is driving you crazy, Steven." The older man who had been looking at me with his head tilted. "She has wrapped both a Murphy's Curse and a Lady Luck around her. If anyone else had cast it, it would have worn off by now. But she renews it constantly without realizing." 
 
    "What?" I don't know if I said it, or if everyone else did at the same time. But I followed up with more questions. "What do you mean I keep those two things around me? What are they? How can you tell?" 
 
    He shrugged. "This is all stuff you'd learn in the Merlin courses your senior year, but long story short, almost all Merlins can sense magic. Some to a better or lesser degree. You reek of it but until I watched you for a while, I didn't realize it was you and not just your cloak of curses and luck. I can't imagine how exhausting it must be for you to keep that up. But either way, I'd stop it." 
 
    "Stop what? How?" I didn't know if I should panic, or just run away from these insane people. There was no way I was a merlin. "How can I be a merlin? I've never emerged. That isn't possible." 
 
    "Well you are, and I need your help. This makes you the second Spirit Merlin in the US since James Wells died," he broke off talking to me. Then, not moving his eyes from me, Alixant tilted his head to one side, as if looking at me from a different perspective. "Fran, is it possible? Is she the one?" 
 
    Fran frowned and flipped through the pile of papers in front of her. I just knew it was my file, that it was everything they had on me. "Corisande Munroe. Born April 15th. Twin brother died April 12th," she paused and arched a brow. "Huh, you know there was that paper on Merlins that came out about a year or two ago." 
 
    The agent released me from his gaze and looked back at her. "Which one?" 
 
    "Puberty onset emergence. If she emerged because of the stress of her brother's death, it might mean she's been a merlin for the last decade and she's the one James felt emerge. Which means she probably doesn't realize." She smirked at him. "After all, everyone knows you don't emerge until after puberty." 
 
    "Merlin's balls, I hate common knowledge. The more common it is, the less likely it is to be accurate." Alixant sighed and sank down in the empty chair, looking like a weight had just collapsed on him. "So she doesn't know how to use her abilities, is a walking time bomb, and had nothing to do with any of the deaths or the ritual trying to be created?" 
 
    "No," Fran sounded almost disappointed as she spoke. "And at this point she needs to get training. She will have a hell of a lot of habits to unlearn. Huh. I guess the teachers will have fun teaching her how to use her abilities correctly. You know she's probably the first natural taught mage we've had in a century?" 
 
    "If you are all quite done talking about me like I'm not here." I probably shouldn't have been so snappish, but they were telling me all this stuff and it made no sense. How could I have emerged when Steven died? 
 
    "Come on. Sit down," Fran said, pointing at the tattoo chair.  
 
    I couldn't help but look at it like it was a device of torture. A soft snicker ran through the room. 
 
    "Yes, the tattoo is a shackle, but you don't have a choice. Don't worry, you get some say so in it, but sit and we'll talk about it a bit. I get the feeling this isn't a good thing for you?" Her voice almost tender. 
 
    Crying won't help anything. 
 
    I told myself that over and over as I perched in the chair. I got the feeling my avoidance of the chair amused everyone, but they didn't laugh at me, at least not where I could hear. 
 
    "My name is Francine Calamadar. I'm a Psychic archmage. I do truth spells like most people breathe." She moved her hair, exposing the entirety of her tattoo, a blue and pink mix that fit her. "Drives people crazy as you can't never tell me anything approaching a white lie. Or you can and I'll just know it's a lie." 
 
    I stared at her, not sure where all this was going.  
 
    "This is Steven Alixant. He's the primary for the FBI Magic Enforcement division. As you know, he's a Pattern Merlin but he's also the highest mage in public service right now. They can't promote him because that is the back up to an elected position." 
 
    I caught the subtext. I wasn't stupid. He was basically a director in the FBI, and if they promoted him, he would be in line for higher-ranked government positions where mages couldn't be. But what she was really telling me was he was powerful. Not just magic, but power and position. In other words, don't piss him off.  
 
    I didn't know how much I cared. He was an ass and I had no desire to work for him. I kept my mouth shut, mostly because I still thought this was a huge hoax but I couldn't work out what they wanted. Why in the world would anyone be trying to convince me I was a merlin? Because I liked some objects and their wind machine was broken? 
 
    My hand hurt and I looked down to realize I was gripping the chair arms so tightly that my nails were bending backwards. With a force of effort I relaxed them and set them in my lap, trying to pay attention to what she was saying.  
 
    ".. Dr. Lawrence Rendol. He's an Air archmage with one of the best magic senses around. Most OMO rating centers have someone with strong magic sense to help with the diagnosis." 
 
    "What diagnosis? Nothing happened. So I stood in your broken machine and nothing happened. There were pretty objects I liked." I forced myself to hold out the amulet and Dr. Rendol sighed. 
 
    "I keep telling people we need to make the test have more bells and whistles, it just seems so boring and bland that people don't believe, unless they want to believe. Really, why can't we have something more obvious?"  
 
    It sounded like an old, well-worn argument, so I watched Fran and Alixant, both wary and curious. At some point Rachel had slipped back out.  
 
    "Lawrence, now isn't the time," Fran admonished gently and the older man heaved a sigh, turning his attention back to me. 
 
    "You didn't feel anything because the machine focuses waves of power starting at a hedgemage power level and going up to the max of the machine, which we thought was a merlin. Archmages will feel a bit of pressure near the end, and some merlins will feel their hair move, but that is it. You felt nothing. Your magical field and your own power is so high, most merlins won't match you." 
 
    "Great, so she has insanely high powers and is untrained. I'm still using her. This idiot can't keep killing people," Alixant groused looking for all the world like a child denied a treat.  
 
    "So I have power because I didn't feel anything? That makes no sense." I folded my arms, glaring at them. "If I was a mage, wouldn't I have been doing something?" 
 
    "I suspect you have a constant drain between Murphy and Luck, the energy to keep both up constantly must be massive." Dr. Rendol titled his head looking at me, squinting as if looking into a bright light. "I'd say you need to shut them off ASAP, especially before you start classes." 
 
    I wanted to scream. What drugs were they on? Why would I have a whatever these were on me? I didn't enjoy finding bodies, not to mention how it had driven my life and my choices.  
 
    "You're all crazy. You're trying to prove I'm magic because nothing happens. That makes no sense." I fought tooth and nail being a hedge, or heck even a magician, or whatever. I would have just gone on with my life. But a merlin? Just how much I would lose made my stomach churn.  
 
    The three mages all exchanged looks. "I don't believe I've ever encountered this before. I should make a note of it. Is there a way to cancel her shrouds and show her?" Fran said all this with the air of a woman making mental notes in her head.  
 
    "I don't give a familiar’s ass if she believes or not. She’s a merlin and I need her. If I don't get her now, this damned mage might succeed in ripping open the walls between the planes and then we're going to have a major problem on our hands," Alixant snarled, exploding to his feet with such force his chair fell backward. 
 
    The flinch was automatic. I wasn't scared, but fighting wasn't in my nature. Pestering, probing, looking for answers, yes. But violence? Not so much. I'd seen too many bodies from violence to be comfortable with or around it but he did nothing more than pace back and forth. I imagined I could almost see anger and frustration radiating out of him in waves.  
 
    "Stop being a prima donna," Rendol snapped and Alixant flushed and sat back down. "As for you, young lady. I'm more practiced than you, and I can stop the relativity twists you have going around your body. Then…" he paused thinking, then brightened. "Fran do we still have the redrum ball in back?" 
 
    "Really? Huh. You know that might work. I never use it in diagnosis anymore. I got tired of the reactions. Yes, I'll go get it." She spoke as if having another conversation and I was missing part of it. But whatever it was, it didn't sound good. 
 
    I watched all three of them, feeling like a squirrel trying to dart across a busy road. The only difference was I knew I was going to get hit by a car. The question was which one would hit me first.  
 
    The doctor rose and moved over to me and I pulled back, which had the side effect of pulling me further into the chair, which did nothing for my nerves. I caught the young woman with the tattoo gun watching all of this with wide eyes. I couldn't blame her. Watching a merlin, two high ranking mages, and a supposed merlin argue about if the merlin was a real merlin had to be something she'd never seen before.  
 
    Heck, I didn't believe it and I was in the middle of it but everything in me rebelled at that idea. Even if the idea of Stevie's death caused it, wouldn't someone have noticed before? 
 
    "This shouldn't hurt, if anything you should feel more energetic," he commented, his eyes distant. I froze torn between running and hiding but he didn't do anything. I'd been expecting his hand to reach out, to grab me, or for sparks to fly off his hands, something. "There. That should do it." His eyes snapped back into focus, and he smiled at me. 
 
    "What did you do?" I frantically groped around myself with my senses trying to feel or see if there was a difference. Not that I had a clue, but I still seemed to be me. I was still freaked out, worried, saw my life disintegrating, and…  
 
    I stopped and blinked, feeling almost dizzy. I felt light-headed and over-caffeinated like I'd been drinking Stinky's Mexican coffee nonstop. I shook my head, trying to chase the feeling way, instead I almost fell off the chair. 
 
    "What did you do to me?" I couldn't explain how odd I felt. Not drugged, that I linked with my wisdom teeth and the fun drugs they put me on then. Not drunk, not that I'd been drunk before. But still, I just feel light, unbearably light. 
 
    He leaned back against the chair, watching me. "I broke all the strands of probability and relativity that were chained to you. Those strands are normally fragile and fade fast but yours had been reinforced, over and over through years I suspect, and it took me a minute to snap them. I've removed curses and lucks before, but this was different. I would say your body is reacting to the excess energy and the lack of stress from no longer keeping up two major spells, which it has for years. Figure a mix of super high blood sugar and being drunk and over-exhausted all at once." 
 
    I didn't know if I believed him but I felt like I could sprint up stairs, wrestle bears, and even cook. Before I could ask anything else, Fran came back in holding a ball. Well, that wasn't exactly accurate. She held a coffee mug that had what looked like a billiard ball, the eight, sitting in it.  
 
    "Here you go." She shuddered as she handed it to him, stepping back as soon as he took it. "I understand why we keep it but that doesn't mean I like having to be anywhere near it." 
 
    He held the cup not as gingerly as she did, though he still treated it with respect. "One of your many abilities that I am perfectly fine not having." He took a deep breath and turned back to me. "Cori, I'd like you to get comfortable and then I'm going to put this ball in your hand. Once you have a good grip on it, I want you to reach towards it mentally. You'll feel a tug deep in you, asking a question, asking for an offering, but you've plenty to spare now that the cloaks are gone. Besides, this offering is often tiny compared to what is provided."  
 
    He probably meant his smile to be encouraging, but it gave me the willies. Still, I scooted backwards until I was mostly comfortable and then held out my hand. 
 
    With a rewarding smile, he dumped the ball into my hand. I had been right; it was an eight ball from any pool table I'd ever seen. They all leaned forward, watching me with intent eyes, which made it worse. I closed my eyes for a minute, searching myself. I still felt odd - light, unburdened. I put the amulet in my pocket, the symbol of spirit called to me and since they said I could keep it, I would. But for now I needed my hands free. 
 
    This makes no sense, but whatever.  
 
    Still unsure of what I was doing, I reached, using that weird tingle I sometimes got before something weird happened and poked at the ball. 
 
    Images exploded in my mind, and I started screaming. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    OMO testing and power levels are still highly secretive. The OMO refuses to admit how their machines work, and if the few that have been taken and reverse engineered haven't provided any answers. The way to measure abilities remains as shrouded in mystery as magic itself. ~ Magic Explained 
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    I could feel wet blood splattering my hand, the ball, and my face. I was the person holding the ball. I was the ball. I could hear the scream shut off so abruptly, with the continuing thunk, thunk, thunk of the ball slamming into bloody flesh. The joy of the man holding it. I knew it was a man, hard, heated, thrilling in the death he caused with his own hands. Then another one, the ball impacting multiple places, then the sudden squish of a skull giving way and I sank into the squishy matter of the brain. I could feel it coating me as I hit again and again. The feeling changed to cold and empty: then the thuds, the need to slam into something, the need to feel someone die.  
 
    The images shut off and the creepy feelings of someone else, of me in an object that had no feelings. A sound filled the air as I became aware of reality around me. It took me a moment to realize the sound was me screaming. I managed to stop but my throat felt raw and scoured, like I'd been swallowing coffee grounds. More and more things registered. I was sweating and shaking, so wired that I could barely breathe. Everyone in the room was pale and staring at me, a few with looks of horror - the tattoo artist and Dr. Rendol. But Alixant and Fran stared at me with astonished and almost fearful looks on their faces.  
 
    "What the hell was that? What just happened?" My voice sounded raw and torn, and it hurt to say what I did. Fran picked up her phone, texting on it, while the doctor took that horror object disguised as a ball away and put it back into the cup. 
 
    "I think I owe you an apology Miss Munroe," Lawrence said, his body was stiff and he had a weird note in his voice I couldn't translate. "Most people, even merlins, get a few creepy sensations, a feeling of blood and thrill. But in all my years, I've never seen anyone react like that. I assume that is not what happened?" 
 
    "A creepy sensation? A feeling of blood?" My voice broke on those words as my stress spiked and I felt my body heating. I wanted to rage and scream and try to express the depths of horror I just experienced, but instead I started coughing. The pain in my throat made me unable to talk. 
 
    "Here," Rachel was suddenly at my side with a bottle of water. I took it gratefully, the coldness evident as I held it. I cracked open the seal and poured heaven down my throat. The icy cold wave soothed my throat but it still took me a minute to get to the point I could talk. 
 
    "It felt like I was there. I felt the blood, heard the screams, experienced the joy of the man as he killed people with that thing. I went through the deaths of at least five people, but from his joy I know that wasn't all of the people he killed. How many did he kill? How long was I in there?"  
 
    The doctor and Fran blanched, while Alixant just looked more intrigued. That reaction worried me more than anything else.  
 
    Lawrence cleared his throat. "He was convicted of the deaths of three people. All using that ball. Are you saying there was more?" 
 
    My laugh had no humor and I cut it short as my vocal cords spasmed again. I finished the bottle of water, already needing more. Rachel handed me another one, that same icy cold enveloping my hand. 
 
    Huh, must be a water mage. I'm not complaining. 
 
    I sipped this time, trying to slow how fast it went down my throat and wished I had a popsicle. 
 
    "At least ten. I got the feeling the first death with the ball was an experiment. He wanted to see if the sensation of blood on his hands was worth the mess. He loved it," even saying the words made me nauseous, and I desperately needed something else to clear the bile from my throat. "Can I get a Coke please?" There might have been a bit of desperation in that request but no one seemed offended. 
 
    "Sure. One minute," Rachel said before spinning away and out the door. She'd been pale too. Just how loud had my screams been? 
 
    "Well since he was killed in prison, I'm not sure it is worth reopening the case, but I'll make a note of what you said. I suspect you don't want to touch the ball again?" 
 
    My whole body flinched in an atavistic reaction. "You will need to kill me first." My tone was flat, uncompromising. There was nothing they could do to make me willingly go back into that nightmare. But on the bright side, something would now replace the nightmares of the ritual murderers. They had nothing on the sensation of blood running over my skin. I shuddered again, rubbing my shoulders. I needed a shower to try to clean feelings off of me. 
 
    "You know you'll probably experience worse as a Merlin," Alixant said, almost leering at me, but there wasn't really anything sexual about it. 
 
    "If so, you'll probably have a dead Merlin because if I go through that too often, I'll suicide." It was a statement. Already I could feel the evilness of that coating my soul and I wanted to cry. But how much of that was from what I had experienced, and how much was from being unable to deny what I was? A mage. A merlin. 
 
    Lawrence looked at me, his head tilted. "You know, I bet if she hadn't kept up those two cloaks for so long, she would have been strong in psychic instead of pale," his comment was abstract, his eyes unfocused. 
 
    "If that was pale, I'd hate to see what she could have done as a strong." Fran kept her voice soft but I still heard it and I looked at her. She was pale and looked at me with an expression she didn't have before. She must have noticed my gaze because she looked directly at me. "You're powerful. Even for a merlin, you are so strong. What you'll be able to do with training is, frankly, scary." 
 
    I blinked. She feared me. That idea, that concept made me sick again. I'd never wanted people to fear me. I just wanted a family. I looked around for Rachel now, even more desperate for carbonation to cleanse my throat. The burn now seemed attractive. She came back in the door, three bottles in her hand, regular and the two types of diet. 
 
    "Here. I didn't know which one you wanted." 
 
    "Regular please. I need the calories."  
 
    She nodded and handed it to me, and I could see it getting cold as she did. I twisted and poured, the sweet burn chasing away the bile and other things that had settled into my soul. 
 
    "So why didn't someone get rid of this curse thing, with all the stuff that happened around me?" 
 
    Alixant blinked at me, a furrow crossing his face, then it cleared. "Ah yes. I read your history. Really, I can't believe no merlin ever saw you. I know we're rare, but we aren't that rare." 
 
    "Shay saw me all the time, but he just muttered weird things." 
 
    He paused and looked at me, a frown I suspected I would see a lot on his face. "Who's Shay?" 
 
    "Sato O'Shaugnessy. He always glared at me, and muttered about probability lines, but never said I was magic. Even Sloan Steward said nothing." 
 
    "Oh figures. The one Merlin in regular contact with you and it has to be Shay." He snorted what could only be extreme disgust paced back and forth in the room. 
 
    Huh? What in the world does that mean? 
 
    "You know Shay?" 
 
    "Oh, most merlins tend to be aware of each other, at least in the same country. But yeah. Shay has the worst magic sense of anyone I've ever met. Personally, I suspect it's because his earth magic is so strong, everything he sees is tainted by the earth's fields. But no, he might have sensed magic around you but unless someone really looked, I doubt they would have realized you were creating your own cloak. Most Murphys only last long enough to be annoying. Yours was damn near permanent. I'm surprised it wasn't getting worse but I suspect those two spells, once you figure out the mechanics, will be things you can use like whips with very little offering required," he said in an off handed manner, as if my world hadn't just being going through whiplash reorientations. 
 
    "Well, I saw him pretty much almost daily for a while, then Sloan a few times. Neither of them said anything." 
 
    Alixant threw his head back and groaned. "Those two. They both have almost non-existent magic sense. No wonder they never sparked to you. Anything they sensed, they would have thought someone just really hated you and had put the cloaks on. I'm not sure if you being in this entire situation is because of the Murphy, or the Lady. Hell, once Siab gets a hold of you and realizes what you did without knowing, she might try to use you as the basis for her PhD. It's more interesting than most of the random ideas she comes up with." 
 
    "What are you going to do about her power? You know she's an emotional time bomb right now. And with her magic not being drained constantly she'll be very powerful. I bet she has subconsciously learned to power everything down to a molecule unlike most of us. We tend to rounds to the nearest hundreds or thousands," Fran watched me as we talked but I had no clue what that meant. I suspected I would learn all of this one way or the other. 
 
    "I don't care. I need her. I don't care that she's untrained, I'll put in a waiver. She's working with me until we catch this maniac. With her skills she'll be a natural for this." 
 
    "A natural? You realize she is going to over offer, probably make more mistakes, and possibly corrupt evidence. You should wait until she gets trained and then ask for her," Fran protested, but I could tell her heart wasn't really in it. 
 
    "And how many people will be dead? If this idiot really is trying to rip open the planes, we might all be dead. No one is really sure what is on the other side. Just because so far it has only been familiars that come through doesn't mean that is all there is. Most rips are small, so nothing much larger than the size of a large dog has managed to get through. If it's ripped wide open, who knows what might come through. A dragon?" 
 
    I stared at him. "A dragon? Really?" the idea that he wasn't kidding made my blood chill and I took another swallow of Coke.  
 
    "Who knows? I know someone with a flying serpent, so that idea isn't so out of the realm." 
 
    "Elsba?" I spoke without thinking and he looked at me with a sharp hungry look.  
 
    "How do you know her?"  
 
    "I, uh, I met her when Sloan came into the coffee shop I worked at. He was talking to Shay." 
 
    "Of course. If you met Sloan you would have met Elsba, one of the rarest familiars I've ever seen. Your luck acting again." 
 
    "So, now what?" I didn't want the answer to that but I didn't see any other way to avoid it. 
 
    "Now you get marked. I take you to my team, get you embedded, and you help us track down this killer." 
 
    That sounded like so much that I wanted to sob. 
 
    "No." Fran spoke up, and I turned to look at her, she glared at Alixant, her face hard. "She gets her tattoo. That will take a while. Then she'll need to contact her work and let them know she's been drafted. We have specific forms for that," she said that more as an aside to me than anything. "Then she will go home and rest and try to adjust. You have her address. I doubt she'll run, but she needs some time to address all these changes." 
 
    "Fine, but I'll be there at seven-thirty tomorrow morning. You need to help us before this gets worse." 
 
    "But it's Saturday," the protest slipped out. I was exhausted and had been looking forward to just a weekend with Jo, having some fun. Granted, I also thought I'd be dealing with the realization I was a hedgemage. Now I had a lot more to deal with.  
 
    He gave a look that should have made me quiver. But after that ball, I'm not sure anything could scare me as much as having to reach into that again.  
 
    "What? And you think that this rogue mage is just going to take the next few days off? Twiddle his thumbs and give us time to catch up with whatever the hell he is planning?" 
 
    I just shrugged and curled up a bit tighter. All of this made me want to go home and just cry.  
 
    "Steven, enough. Finding out you’re a merlin after you've emerged and been a little prepared is overwhelming enough. You dump everything else she's had today, I'd be in the corner sucking my thumb." Fran glared at him. "Go back to your team. Get them ready. They're going to have a hard-enough time adjusting to a new person, much less a merlin with zero training. Think about it, Steven. She doesn't know anything. How to do offerings, what spells there are, how to use, and how to even sense the magic in her own body and you know how grumpy they are about starting people late. The odds are she won't get in until the winter term." 
 
    "Oh gods. I'm going to have to train her. She isn't going to know even the basics," he groaned and sank into the chair holding his head. "This is going to kill me. I'll be bald by the time this is all over." 
 
    "Even worse," Fran had a sweet maliciousness to her comment that made me feel better. "You'll have to help her unlearn everything she's being doing unconsciously all this time. All those internal things she doesn't' even realize she is doing. You'd better brush up on the basics because she's going to need them if you want her to be any good at all to you." 
 
    "Merlin's ass, really?" He stood and glared at me. "Hell, I find the missing Spirit Merlin damn near a decade after the emergence was felt, and rather than having a solitary intelligent, educated mage, I get a powerful idiot that doesn't know a damn thing. I swear, if this maniac kills anymore people because you didn't bother to get yourself tested a decade ago, I'll see you're in service the rest of your life." He growled out the final words and stalked to the door. "Be ready tomorrow. I don't have any more time to spare on idiots." 
 
    The walls shook he slammed the door so hard. I blinked rapidly trying not to cry. I still felt bruised and raw from that blasted ball. I couldn't understand how I could have emerged as a pre-teen and I still wasn't sure what all the consequences were. 
 
    "Ignore him. He takes his job a little too seriously sometimes," Lawrence said. "We need to get you tattooed and then finish with the paperwork. It will be okay. People have been emerging for almost two hundred years, and the first six or seven decades everyone was self-taught. I'm sure you'll do fine." 
 
    He didn't sound sure. He sounded wary and worried, and that didn't help my sense of stability at all.  
 
    "I have to?" I knew I did, but the second that tattoo was on my skin, it was all over. 
 
    "Yep. I'm afraid so. You can't leave without the mark. Settle back. It doesn't hurt that much. We spread lidocaine into the skin and Tracy here is damn good." Jose gestured at the woman--older than me, maybe mid-thirties I guessed. She looked more than a bit freaked out at everything that had happened.  
 
    But she stepped forward, a reassuring smile on her face. "Obviously Spirit will be the top tattoo, but do you have any preference as to how they are laid out?" I shook my head, having never thought about it. I couldn't even begin to figure out what the options were or how it should look. 
 
    "Okay, want me to do it in a way that is flattering and fits your face?" I nodded. Words were too much effort. I didn't think I'd ever been as lonely and scared as I was right at that moment. "It'll look great. Any color preferences. Since you have three you can have up to six colors." She looked down at the paper that Fran had handed him, listing my strong and pale affinities.  
 
    That much I could answer easily. "Dark burgundy or ruby red, emerald green, royal blue, and gold." 
 
    Tracy pulled the hair back from my face, clipping it back so it wouldn't be in the way. "I think I can work with that. I'm a pretty good artist, if you let me have a bit of freedom with it." 
 
    I knew I should challenge her, ask to see a portfolio, go back and forth about something that would be on my face for the rest of my life. Instead, I just nodded wearily. 
 
    "Whatever. Do what you want." 
 
    Conscious of everyone still looking at me and the questions in their eyes, I ran away the only way I could. I closed my eyes and watched my dreams burn in my mind’s eye. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Ronin. Taken from the Japanese tradition of a samurai without a master, they have reached urban legend status in modern American. Most of Europe refers to these mages who haven't registered with the OMO as Hoods, though whether they are referencing Robin Hood or meaning they often wear hoods to disguise themselves is unknown. They are often portrayed as misunderstood heroes, those with powers too great to trust others with, or damaged in some way. The truth? Every person is different, and every story has a different truth. But being hunted for not registering is rarely the thing of stories for the mage who is hunted down. ~ History of Magic 
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    The tattoo didn't really hurt, but it did sting. A tattoo on your face was much more difficult than on your hip. But when she finished and I looked in the mirror, I couldn't complain. Well I could, but not about her work or artistry. All mage tattoos are the same three symbols, Spirit, Chaos, Pattern. Merlins got all three, but they can place them how they want. In school, kids would have contests about where to place them on their faces and the color combinations they'd use. 
 
    I never bothered to even think about it because I knew I wouldn't be a mage. Silly me.  
 
    She'd taken the colors I'd provided and used them to great effect on my pale skin. I usually kept red highlights in my hair and washed with a henna to give it my dark brown hair a tint of red. I could tan, but I rarely did. I never had time to seek out the sun, even in Georgia. The artist had gone with that, placing the Spirit symbol, with dark burgundy outlines, right above the corner of my right brow. The Relativity section she had filled in with bright emerald green that looked festive next to the burgundy. The two weak sections for Psychic and Soul she'd done in a shading of green that started with the vivid emerald but as the section spiraled to the center, it faded to almost nothing. My next symbol, Chaos, sat on my temple and the edge of my cheekbone. This one she'd interlaced with the spirit, making it look like a part of it with the same dark burgundy but the filling for Time she'd done in royal blue, dark and vibrant - a spark of joy on my cheekbone. The final one for Pattern curved down a bit, landing on the edge of my jaw. This one was subtler with the outline being in a softer shade of the burgundy, closer to a rose, and she did a pretty hash pattern of the blue and green overlapping, but softening and fading towards the center. Then, outlining each of the symbols was a tracery of gold that sparkled as I moved my head. 
 
    Staring in the mirror, I admitted it was stunning and I would have admired it on anyone else. On me, I didn't recognize myself and even touching the red skin. It seared more with emotions than physical pain.  
 
    "Here's your balm for this. It will heal fast and the gold is processed to be hypoallergenic, so you shouldn't have any issues. While you keep normal tats covered, these are too annoying to try, so smear heavily and don't sleep on that side for the next couple nights." 
 
    I took the heavy jar she handed me, still staring at my reflection. "Is that real gold?" 
 
    "Yes. We have the top end stuff available for all mages, and the metals help pull people's attention. If your health records indicate metal allergies, we even have gemstone ink." 
 
    I blinked, almost interested. She saw my reaction and smiled kindly. That kind smile meant a lot. "Later, if you want, you can get it enhanced with gems, even insets. I left it so putting a few emeralds, sapphires, or diamond chips along here would make it stunning." Tracy lifted her hand tracing out the designs of the tattoos but not touching my skin. "Always leave your options open." 
 
    That got a bitter laugh out of me. "I tried. I really did. It seems to have been wasted effort." I sagged and turned back to Fran, the only one still left. She was reading a book this time but I could tell she was paying more attention to me than anything she read. "Is there a way I can get a ride back to Ruby EMS? I need to get my stuff and talk to my coworkers." I looked at my phone, just going on nine p.m., so odds were most of the people I worked with would be gone. I didn't know if that made me happy, or not.  
 
    "Sure. My shift is about over, so give me a minute and I'll give you a ride." 
 
    I nodded and hesitantly headed towards the door Rachel had popped in and out of, half expecting someone to scream 'She's Escaping!' No one did and I walked down a short hallway towards the door marked 'Exit' and found myself the little area where Rachel had taken all my info. It seemed like eternity ago. She still sat there at the desk and looked up as I walked in. 
 
    "Hey, how you doing?" 
 
    I shrugged, no idea how to answer that, much less to a stranger. "Any chance I can get another one of those icy cold Cokes?" 
 
    She smiled a sympathetic smile and nodded. "Sure." She got up and pulled one from the cupboard. They had all manner of sodas, waters, even some beer and wine in there. As she handed it to me, I could see the condensation appearing on it.  
 
    "Isn't that a waste of offering?" I didn't mean to pry, but now stuff like this mattered.  
 
    "Nah. Doesn't even take half a single strand of hair. I've been doing that trick for a long time and it barely costs anything." She shrugged as I took it. "You learn how to manage and use your skills. But really," she paused and glanced at my hair, "let your hair grow. You'll need it as you learn." 
 
    "It doesn't grow," I whined, glad for something more normal to talk about. "I've had it this length for three years, and I've barely trimmed." I saw Fran walk in out of the corner of my eye as I spoke. 
 
    "You know, you're probably the reason why," she remarked looking at me with an expression that was becoming all too familiar. I really wasn't a fan of the "ooh interesting science experiment" look, but they all seemed to have it. 
 
    "What? Like I decided I didn't want long hair?" I mean, I didn't really want hair like Jo's, but being able to get different hair styles would have been nice. 
 
    "No. That came out wrong. I bet your cloaks were eating every bit of extra hair and that made it look like it didn't grow. But you had to put in new highlights?" 
 
    "Yeah about twice a year, but it never got longer. I just assumed it faded towards the top as that was the least processed part." Now that I said it out loud, it sounded stupid and was one more proof of how I'd been lying to myself the whole time.  
 
    "I'd expect it to grow really fast over the next few weeks. Now that you have all that spare energy back, though I am curious as to what your normal offerings were. Who knows?" She shook her head, acting like she was biting her tongue.  
 
    I didn't say anything and just walked out of the building with her. The hot humid city air smelled of smog and was so thick it hurt to breathe. I'd never been so glad to feel it hit my face before, but the stinging on my face reminded me I was shackled now. I tried to move my hair to cover it but it was mostly too short, and the heavy balm glued any stray hair to it, making it bug me. I look around and then felt like an idiot. 
 
    "Fran, thanks for the offer, but where I need to go is only two blocks away. I'd rather walk." 
 
    "You sure? You have a car there?" 
 
    "I don't drive. I'll take the bus." 
 
    She got a funny look on her face. "Why don't you let me give you a ride to both places. I don't mind." 
 
    I looked at her funny. While I wasn't looking forward walking into work after I'd been all but kidnapped, I didn't need the dubious support of someone I barely knew. Heck, I wasn't even sure what her last name was, Calamari? No, that was squid. 
 
    "I ride public transportation all the time. I got it. And I could use the alone time to deal with some things. Thanks anyhow." 
 
    She crossed her arms, hugging herself. "Okay but be careful. Being a merlin isn't what you expect." 
 
    I gave a laugh that sounded harsher than I had intended, but it felt right. "Being a mage wasn't anything I ever expected. I have no expectations of merlins. Don't worry about it." The only thing I had with me were what was in my pockets. I was starving but I didn't want to be around strangers anymore, especially those who acted nice but had their own plans about me. 
 
    I gave her a brusque nod, turned, and headed down the block. As I turned the corner, I caught her staring after me, still with that worried look on her face.  
 
    Whatever. Like after all that, I'm supposed to believe she cares about me besides as an example of what else they need to be aware of? 
 
    Righteous annoyance fueled the start of my two-block walk. It had mostly faded by the time I reached my destination. The humidity was worse than usual this evening and in my jumpsuit I felt sweat running down my back. I was more than ready for fall to get here. Maybe I could move to Alaska where at least it was not this hot. 
 
    The random thoughts distracted me as I pushed open the door to the main area and walked in. I stumbled to a halt as everyone turned and looked at me. Jorge, Lisa, Raul, they were all still there, everyone looking exhausted and worried. Then they saw me. 
 
    "Cori! You're back. We were about to call the police for illegal kidnapping," Jorge said as he jumped up and strode to me. He got about five feet from me when I saw, as if in slow motion, his eyes glance to my temple and he froze like someone had just melted his boots to the floor. "Cori, are those tattoos a joke?" His voice thin with emotions I wasn't sure of. 
 
    In response, my hand drifted up to my face. They didn't hurt, but they radiated heat and I couldn't help but be very aware of them. "No. It turns out I'm a merlin." This time I didn't bother to disguise my bitterness. "Apparently I'm an anomaly." They hadn't called me that but I could read the subtext of what they said. I'd probably end up being the subject of several theses.  
 
    Others had joined him. Half of the normal people there, then the next crew that I'd only met in passing. They all stared at my tattoo with odd expressions. 
 
    "What type of anomaly?" Lisa asked, her voice distant, and I felt part of my life crumbling around me. All that work to get them to like and respect me, and some ink would ruin it all.  
 
    "You know how you don't emerge until after puberty?" I stood in the entryway, their presence forming a barrier between me and my locker, one I wasn't willing to brave. But I needed my keys and my belongings.  
 
    They all nodded, still looking at me. Their bodies screamed wariness and worry, I just didn't know about which fact.  
 
    "Well, I, per them," a bit of bile might have coated that word, "I emerged at right before my twelfth birthday." 
 
    The shock was clear on their faces, but Jorge had an unmoved one. "So just like I thought, you're quitting." His voice was a slap of accusation across my face. 
 
    I wanted to scream that it wasn't my choice, that I wanted to work in my chosen profession, that I wanted my life back. Instead, I bit the inside of my mouth to stop from letting any of this leak out, and replied, my voice calm. "I don't know. The lead investigator says he requires my help as I'm the only Spirit Merlin on the east coast. I don't know what help I'll be but from everything they've said I don't have a choice. And no matter what, I'll have to go back to college. They say I've learned way too many bad habits. I'm hoping I can stay here until then. I'll try."  
 
    As I said the words, I decided I would. This could count towards my draft, right? Part of working with the city? I'd worked so hard for this and feeling it slip out of my fingers like grains of hourglass time sliced at me. 
 
    "Don't bother. I knew you'd leave." He turned and headed towards the door. "I'm off. See you in two." He didn't look back as he slammed the door behind him. The others shifted uncomfortably but they filtered away, leaving only Lisa looking at me with sharp eyes.  
 
    "Not what you wanted?" 
 
    "No," I growled the word. Why did everyone think being a mage was what I wanted? I had no desire to serve for a decade or to get a degree in something I had no interest in - to not be able to help people. It chafed at my soul. 
 
    "I get that. Had a cousin who emerged. Just a wizard, but he wasn't happy. He had wanted to continue his parents' business as a plumber but they made him do his service in the Army." Her eyes were bleak. "He didn't come back." 
 
    That threw cold water on my attitude. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "So am I. Good luck." She turned and walked away, leaving me standing there in what, once again, felt like enemy territory. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Rage against the OMO, for they create chains to limit humanity to what it thinks you should be. Rage and fight, Ronin forever. ~ Underground Mages Forever 
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    Acting on a hunch that I hated, I cleaned out my locker. I'd fight to come back but part of me suspected I wouldn't be welcome and that I wouldn't win. But that didn't mean I couldn't try. Packing everything in my bag, I walked the block to the bus stop. A buzz in my pocket jolted me out of my haze. 
 
    *Yo - Cor where are you? Got home late after library. You aren't here. Everything cool?* 
 
    Oh Jo-jo, how the hell am I going to explain this to you?  
 
    I didn't even address the worry about her bailing or being unable to handle the next step in Catastrophe Cori. 
 
    *Crazy day. Headed back now. Talk when home?* 
 
    Her response was immediate, which helped a bit. 
 
    *K. Need food? I forgot to eat. I hate history.* 
 
    *Yes, please. Starved, haven't eaten since bfast* 
 
    *Ugh, not good. You know that. Am cooking now. Everything nachos?* 
 
    My mouth watered at that. Everything meant beef, mushrooms, black refried beans, cheese, sour cream, and salsa. Sounded like the solution to my abused taste buds and empty hole in my stomach. 
 
    *Yes!* 
 
    *lol - see you at home.* 
 
    I slid my phone away and my smiled faded. I could only hope she'd be as cool with my appearance as she was with my long absence. The bus pulled up and I dug out my pass. The bored driver glanced at me as I tapped my Breeze card to the little machine. He paled as his eyes latched onto my temple and he swallowed, watching me walk back. 
 
    What in the world? Ugh, I don't need that today.  
 
    I moved through the bus but made sure I sat down in an empty row behind the driver, mostly to avoid his wide-eyed stare.  
 
    Yeesh, you'd think he'd never seen a mage before.  
 
    I stared out the windows, trying to figure out how I had ended up here. The day had been a blur and it didn't make sense to me that I had started the day as a no one and ended up as a merlin at the end. It didn't fit into my worldview and that threw me off balance even more. 
 
    "Hey, lady you got change to sp–" the aggressive, whiny words cut off as I turned to look at the speaker. Young, scrawny, with a tough guy look and a cap on backward covering his dirty blond hair, but nothing disguised the look of fear as his eyes snagged on my tattoos. "Sorry, ma'am didn't mean to bother you." He babbled, backing up and pulling the stop requested cord. 
 
    Others on the bus, not that it was packed with riders but still a Friday night meant it wasn't empty, started to turn and look at me. Their eyes wide as they saw the rawness of the tattoo and it felt like a physical reaction as they pulled back from me. I saw at least two get up and dive out the door with the thug as soon as the bus stopped. I realized the driver keep nervously glancing up at me.  
 
    I just want to go home. 
 
    I inhaled sharply through my mouth, fighting back tears of exhaustion and just emotional overload.  
 
    I've survived everything else, I will survive this too. I will not break.  
 
    A few deep breaths and I felt calmer. Everyone gave me a wide birth, and I didn't care, counting the stops. Part of me wanted to get off earlier to avoid the looks and the low level of panic in the bus. I'd kinda thought Shay was weird, but I'd never feared him. What was their issue? I just shook my head and glanced around. People avoided my gaze and ducked their heads but I realized as I looked around, I didn't see any mages. 
 
    Blinking, I thought back about all my bus rides both here and in Rockway. Other than Shay that one time, and he usually kept a cap on, I couldn't remember seeing very many mages. Maybe one or two the entire time, and they too had worn caps. That surprised me, and I looked again. Mages were a smaller portion of the population, but surely they weren't that rare or that well off. 
 
    But I didn't see any. I also refused to get off to avoid the stares, though I thought about it. Bottom line, I was too exhausted to walk another few blocks just because my presence made them uncomfortable but I realized how oblivious I had been. Kadia's comments sank in further now than they had. 
 
    Great, so I'm biased on top of everything else. 
 
    I scrubbed my face with my hands and winced as I hit the fresh tattoo, smearing goop everywhere. I sighed and tried to smooth the goo back over the abused skin. Getting an infection was the last thing I needed. I pulled on the next stop and I swear the driver had the doors open before he even stopped. With a shake of my head I got out and felt the doors snap closed behind me, abnormally fast. I glanced back as the bus actually burned rubber getting away from.  
 
    Oh, good grief. What? Like I'll melt them in their seats? People are idiots.  
 
    I headed up the way to the apartment, glad for the darkness that had finally fallen. It made it easier to avoid people. With it being mostly students and the weekend, there were people everywhere but I just kept my head down and walked the stairs to the apartment, my beacon of hope.  
 
    I headed up the stairs and paused outside the door, worried and stressed. I don't know how long I would have stood there if I hadn't heard another door unlock and start to open. Nathan was the last person I wanted to deal with tonight. With speed born of avoidance, I unlocked the door and stepped in, shutting it firmly behind me.  
 
    "Finally!" Jo all but shouted, springing from the couch, textbook in hand. "I was waiting for you. I wanted to go get dinner out and maybe we can catch that new movie. It's supposed to be great. Also, I wanted to ask about Dragonworl-" she stopped looking at me. 
 
    I knew she couldn't see the tattoos, I stood with my right side to the door not looking at her.  
 
    "Cor? What's wrong? Did something happen?" She set down her book moving towards me. "Cori? What happened?" All humor and excitement had faded from her voice. Now worry replaced it as she moved close. "Cori, look at me." 
 
    She's your best friend, she's never going to leave you. Get over this stupid fear. 
 
    With that sharp reminder to myself, I dropped my bag, ignoring the thunk as it hit the floor, and turned to face her. 
 
    Jo sucked in a sharp breath and moved towards me. Her hand reached up and ghosted over the tattoos, not touching me but I could feel the heat from her skin. "Cori?" Her voice held so many questions that I didn't know the answers to. 
 
    "I guess I should have gotten tested when you suggested," I managed before Jo pulled me into a hug and I lost it. All the confusion, the horrible bodies, the way people treated me like a criminal, then like an interesting specimen, feeling all my dreams die, then that horrid, horrid ball! It all came out and I bawled there in her arms on our entry floor.  
 
    I don't know how long I cried. At some point we moved to the couch, and she got up to get me water and Kleenex. She gave me time to weep and held me or let me go as I needed, no talking, just being there while I let it all get out of my system. But finally, my tears dried up, and I felt more than a bit stupid. 
 
    "I texted Mami. She'll be here soon." 
 
    "What?" I couldn't stop the protestation that burst out. "No."  
 
    "Cori, hush. I'll lay money she walks in any moment laden with food and more than willing to talk to you." Jo paused and swallowed. "We talked a lot the day after I emerged. You'll see. She has a way of putting everything in perspective." 
 
    "But, that's mom stuff. She's not my mom, she shouldn't have to –" I bit off the words as Jo glared at me. 
 
    "It is also Tia stuff, and she is your Tia by love. So deal. You have a family that cares, and nothing you do, or are, will chase us away." She paused and gave me a long considering look. "But if you steal my girlfriend, we'll have serious words." 
 
    I blinked at her, the non sequitur derailing me. "You have a girlfriend?" Maybe I had missed something? Was she dating someone? I scrambled through my memories trying to figure out if I'd forgotten something. 
 
    Jo burst out in laughter. "No. But when I do, if you ever steal her, I'll be very pissed at you." Her smile made me groan. She'd pulled me out of my mope expertly. 
 
    "I'm pretty sure I can guarantee I won't steal your girlfriend. But if I do, I'll let you be the best man at our wedding." 
 
    "Ouch. Burn. Wench." She was laughing as she got up. "Where is the jar of goop they gave you? You're wincing, which means you're hurting. Then when mom gets here, you can tell us everything." She pulled two Cokes out of the fridge and handed one to me as a rap sounded on the door. How a rap could sound imperious and worried, I didn't know. But it did. "There's mom."  
 
    Jo answered the door and Marisol stood there. "You said you two needed me. I'm here, what's wrong?" 
 
    I stood, still shaky from emotions and stress facing her. "Hi, Tia." 
 
    "Oh my," the words a soft gasp. She came over and lay her hand on my left cheek. "Mia hija, it looks like you have much to tell us." 
 
    "Yes, she does, and I haven't heard any of it yet. Let me take your stuff and we can eat while you talk. I'm starving." 
 
    Her saying those words made me realize that was probably half of my issue. I hadn't eaten since that morning. Jo set the table: all the fixing for nachos had been ready to go. We sat down and with their loving eyes on me I started with the bodies and I didn't avoid any of it. Not the Murphy's Curse, the Lady Luck cloak, the ball, the tattoos, their weird reactions to me, and especially when they thought I had emerged.  
 
    "That does explain much," Marisol said leaning back. She'd only nibbled on chips as Jo and I ate. "But there are bright sides to this." 
 
    I gave her a bleak look. "Not everyone wants to go to college. You know they'll want me to get a doctorate. I don't even know what I want to study. And I'm in the draft now." 
 
    Jo reached out, putting her hand on mine. "Hey, it's not so bad. And you like school way better than I ever did." 
 
    "True, but still, I don't start until January and they are going to drive me to major in certain things. I don't know what I want," I didn't manage to keep the whine out of my voice, and I sagged a bit. "Sorry. I'm being selfish." 
 
    "Of course you are. It's your life, you're allowed to be selfish about it. All you can do with life is take what has happened and deal with it. But as for things about this, that are good?" she paused and gave me a grin that had me worried. "Now you can properly learn to cook since disasters won't keep happening, and maybe you can get a car. A lot of your valid fear was apparently due to these cloaks. Now you can step out and do more stuff." 
 
    "Oh," I said, stunned. I hadn't even thought of those things. I ran through a few little other things that had not occurred to me. Maybe now I could find out why Stevie had died. I could become anything. 
 
    "And," she said mildly, interrupting my thoughts. "I get to get you an emergence gift." Jo and she exchanged smiles and once again I thought running might have been the better option.  
 
    "Fine. Then I want this." I pulled out the amulet with the spirit symbol on it. "Can you get me a real necklace? One that won't tarnish and wear out? Something I'd be proud of." 
 
    Jo took it from me, looking at me then it. I could see emotions and thoughts running across her face, but they were so fast I couldn't figure them out. "Deal. But might take me a while. Okay?" 
 
    I froze, horrified. "Jo - I never got you anything." 
 
    She leaned over and kissed my forehead. "I know. You were so wrapped up in everything that you didn't even think about it. Being my friend is all that matters Cori." 
 
    Shame flushed through me and I vowed to find her the best gift ever. No matter what it took.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The spells that mages can do are well defined and well researched. Those few who dare to reach beyond are either specialty researchers for the OMO or shortly very dead. ~ Magic Explained 
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    That night I slept deeper than I could ever remember sleeping. No dreams haunted me. When my alarm went off at six, I lay there disoriented and tried to remember why I was getting up. Then everything flooded back into me and I jerked upright, feeling my pulse hammering, but nothing fell, nothing broke, the power didn't go out, nothing. 
 
    Huh. Okay, maybe I can get used to this.  
 
    I sat there waiting, but nothing happened. A strange light feeling filled my mind and I headed to the bathroom, not excited about today, but maybe all of this wouldn't be as bad as I thought. I made sure to stay quiet as Marisol was asleep on the futon. She said she'd head back to Rockway tonight, after she made sure I was okay. She wanted to leave me some ideas about careers and go get me an emergence present. I still didn't know how I felt about it, but her excitement made it so I couldn't refuse the offer.  
 
    I pulled out my best jeans. New ones I'd bought that first weekend down here, and a light tank top and a loose shirt. While I had a dress, this really was the nicest of clothes I had. And, of course, my tennis shoes. Other than sandals and work boots they were my only other shoes. I made my coffee and headed out, phone in my pocket, filled coffee mug in my hand.  
 
    I reached the parking lot and looked around. The air was still cool, but already I could sense the humidity waiting to mug me. I sipped my coffee, rolling the taste around in my mouth. I was playing with adding spices to the grounds, but I still thought the flavor was better when roasted with them. Oh well, something to consider.  
 
    A black sedan came into the parking lot at seven-thirty on the dot, with tinted windows and nothing to give it any personality. I just sat and watched it. I wasn't happy about any of this, but even I could see there might be some long-term benefits. Short term I was annoyed and at this point I didn't see how my life could get any more complicated.  
 
    It only took three minutes before the driver's side door flew open and Alixant half stood out of the door. "Well, aren't you going to get in the car?" 
 
    "Oh. Hi. Sorry. Didn't know it was you. Not like I have any way to know what car is yours," I said as I slowly rose and stretched a bit, then moved his way.  
 
    "And you didn't come over to look?" He demanded, glaring at me.  
 
    "I don't know what they teach people where you come from, but around here we don't approach strange cars. Especially ones with tinted windows." I'd finally meandered over to the passenger side and he pulled off his sunglasses and stared at me. 
 
    "Go change," his voice was flat, and I blinked and glanced down at what I was wearing, then back up to him in his suit. "Into what?" 
 
    "A suit, professional wear. You're acting on behalf of the FBI, on behalf of my division I expect you to look respectable." 
 
    That cause me to bristle. I looked decent. Maybe not like an agent or anything but I didn't look like riff-raff. 
 
    I forced a nonchalant shrug. Something told me if I let him start running roughshod over me now, I'd set a very bad precedent, and he'd already arrested me once. "I'm afraid this is what you get." 
 
    "You will go and put on more suitable clothing," he almost roared.  
 
    "And that would be defined as?" 
 
    "A suit, or at the least black slacks and a blouse."  
 
    I gave him a long look. I'd dumped all my slacks the weekend we'd moved along with most of my badly worn clothes. The only blouse I owned was the one Jo had transformed and Atlanta would freeze in July before I wore that for him. 
 
    "Okay." I turned and started walking away from him towards the bus stop. I counted in my head. I made it to eight. 
 
    "Where in the hell are you going?" He slammed the door to his car as he stormed after me.  
 
    "Well, if you want me wearing something at tacky as that," I ran a dismissive look up and down his very expensive and very nice suit, "I need to go shopping." 
 
    "Argh," he ground out, actually clenching his hair. I stared at him, cataloging everything. He had dashing dark looks that would have set most women I'd known into raptures of delight. His features were even, and his body seemed to meet the standards most women talked about. To me, he just represented frustration and the shattering of dreams. He took a deep breath and let his hands drop, staring at me. After another moment he closed his eyes, breathing in and out. I watched him sipping my coffee.  
 
    I'd thought about this in the shower. There really wasn't anything they could do to me. They couldn't fire me or anything for being a pain in the ass and I refused to lose who I was just because I'd become a mage. They would take me as I was, and I enjoyed having the money to buy clothes I liked, as opposed to clothes I tolerated. When they got me an actual employment contract maybe I'd get a suit, but overall, I preferred my jeans. They made me feel comfortable and safe. 
 
    "We started out on the wrong foot. Let's get past that. I need you. I need you badly enough that I don't care if you wear a bikini and feathers. You're the only Spirit Merlin in the area and even better, you know the South. I'm only down here for this case, and this place is worse than being in another country. I need your help. We still don't know for sure what this idiot is trying to do but I'm worried that it's going to get worse if we don't stop him." 
 
    "Or her," I said, mostly to be a pain in the ass.  
 
    He froze. "You think the perp is female?" 
 
    I sighed and headed towards him and the car. That speech was probably the closest I'd get to an apology. "I don't think anything but assuming it the person is male is short-sighted don't you think?" 
 
    He looked thoughtful as I slid into the car. It was clean, almost new smelling, and I looked around. Outside of a fancy dash, it just seemed to be a regular car. 
 
    "Were you expecting lots of sci-fi gadgets?" He asked, his voice dry as he buckled in. 
 
    "Yes, but I guess the government is too cheap to spring for them." I buckled also, my mug firmly in my hand. 
 
    "Tell me everything you know about the murders." It wasn't a question, but a demand and I wanted to sigh. I knew, absolutely knew, that every statement I'd given had been uploaded into the system, and if he didn't know how to get them, he didn't deserve this job. Which mean he'd probably read them ten times and wanted me to spontaneously come up with some glaring clue I never noticed before.  
 
    I'll never make it through today. I'm already tired of him and it hasn't even been thirty minutes.  
 
    "Assuming you're not a moron, I figure you've already read everything I've said multiple times. So why don't we start with what questions you think I didn't answer." I took a drink to stop myself from saying anything more. This would be hard enough.  
 
    He didn't look at me but I saw his hands clench on the steering wheel. I knew I was playing with fire, but I got a perverse sense of enjoyment out of antagonizing him. The best part was everything I said was true.  
 
    "Fine. What drew you there?" 
 
    "First or second scene?" I countered. He needed to be very, very specific. "And if you say second, I'll quit talking." 
 
    That glare almost heated up my coffee. I looked out the window. We were headed away from downtown, so a new area to me. The idea of being able to drive without worrying about something going haywire was an idea I still played with. I'd give it six months first, make sure the disasters were really over.  
 
    "The first," he ground out. And I might have heard him grind his teeth. If he billed me for dental costs I wasn't paying. 
 
    "As I said in my reports, nothing. I was learning the area. We'd just moved here, and I was trying to get a feel for the local area." 
 
    "That area is more than ten blocks from your apartment." 
 
    I shot him a glance then looked back out the window. I didn't want to miss scenery or deal with his glares. I didn't know where he was going with this line of questioning.  
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And college students don't walk, they drive everywhere. Why were you walking in that area?" He said it the same way I would have said Marisol is an excellent cook. An immutable fact of existence. Too bad he was incorrect. 
 
    "Well, since I don't have a car and I wanted to know what was in the area, I walked. Which means maybe you should stop making assumptions." 
 
    I didn't look at him but I heard his teeth grinding. I drank coffee so I wouldn't laugh. 
 
    We rode in silence, and I was fine with that, but no good things last forever. "Did you smell anything odd?" 
 
    Hmm… interesting question. Did I? 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought back but other than blood and trash and urine, nothing jumped out at me. 
 
    "Not that registered. Blood, yes. But otherwise it was the same stuff, trash and city smells." 
 
    "What about your magic sense, what did you sense?" he demanded. 
 
    This time my attempt to be good failed and I turned to stare at him. "Really? If you are this stupid, how in the world are you in charge of this? Until yesterday, I didn't know I was a mage. I didn't know there was such a thing as magic sense and I can guarantee you that I didn't know how to use it." He tried to interrupt me, but I kept right on talking. "If you're asking, did I sense or feel something I couldn't explain, the answer is no. The only thing that stands out to me is the look of pain on that girl's face. Now are you through asking stupid questions?" That last part came out a bit snappish.  
 
    Alixant yanked the wheel, pulling into a parking lot that had quite a few cars in it for a Saturday. He slammed on the brakes, throwing me forward and I sloshed out coffee, which was impressive given the coffee mug I had and how little was in it.  
 
    "I will have you up in charges if you don't cooperate and give your all in this investigation. That means not being obstinate and helping us find the killer." 
 
    "I don't KNOW ANYTHING!" I shouted the words and felt my skin tingle, this time I recognized it for what it was, magic. My magic. I'd always pushed it down and tried to ignore it but this time I embraced it, pulling it towards me like the last chocolate pastry. I had no idea what I was doing but my anger took over, doing things by instinct. This time I could almost see it, the Murphy's Curse settling around him and his car, the strands of probability twisting and shattering, and the offering of the top layer of skin easily paid.  
 
    Between one breath and the next, all the alarms on the dash went off, two tires ruptured with enough force I was glad he'd stopped, his watch fell off his arm, smoke started to rise from his pocket and all the buttons on his suit fell off. 
 
    I looked at all of this and then at the fine powder of dust on my arms. "Well, that was different. Now if I could do that on purpose and not only when I'm ready to beat someone to death." 
 
    The wave must have shocked him because he looked around, sniffed, and reached down pulling a phone out of his pocket that was leaking smoke. 
 
    He looked at me, then back at the car and took a long breath, holding it in at each point. I didn't know if what I did was allowed or not, but I didn't care. Sitting in jail would be better than dealing with this jerk. 
 
    "I think," he paused and looked around and heaved a sigh. "I suspect I deserved that. Treating you like a suspect is not going to work." 
 
    "Not if you want me to actually work with you. Otherwise, I'm just going to sit in a corner and read." I didn't mention that would drive me crazy. Some things I wasn't about to tell anyone.  
 
    "I'll try, but don't expect a miracle. That isn't who I am." He pushed open the door and climbed out.  
 
    I followed, but this time I tried to see if what I'd done was visible. But I didn't see anything, though my head itched.  
 
    Huh, all this time that must have been offerings.  
 
    I bent over and scratched my head, then dusted off my arms. 
 
    "Is it still around, the magic? I mean the Murphy's thing. I never really did anything active before. At least not consciously." 
 
    He glanced the car and shook his head. "No, but I'm not driving it again until a mechanic has gone over it with a fine-tooth comb." He turned and started walking. We were in a quiet office complex off Lennox, but there were a lot of cars, all with government tags.  
 
    I followed, but said nothing, guilt starting to set in about the magic lash out.  
 
    "I've never had to deal with anyone using magic on an instinctual and emotional level. Most mages are in college learning the basics before they ever have a chance to more than play with it. You'll need to try to break that habit. It will either get you killed or arrested, because you did hurt something. I do find it interesting that I didn't get hurt." 
 
    I stumbled to a halt and must have made a sound because he turned and looked at me.  
 
    "Are you okay? Your face is pale, and you look like you might throw up." 
 
    Throwing up sounded like a very good idea.  
 
    "Did I? I mean my magic," I swallowed, coffee churning in my stomach. "Did I cause the deaths of the people I stumbled across?" 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    To a large extent magic is like the stories told and is intent centered. While that mostly is verified via anecdotal evidence, it seems to hold. The few deaths caused by emergence, Murphy's Cloak, or even young mages playing with their abilities is less than what any statistics would predict. ~ Magic Explained 
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    He didn't even look back at me, just waved at his outfit. "If you could have killed me with that, I would be dead, not just looking like a hobo, though I probably should be glad I wasn't eating anything at the time. I might have choked. But no, Murphy's Curse doesn't work like that, though I suppose if you directed it, maybe. I think it more worked to give you reasons to walk towards them or to be there. But you would probably make a fascinating case study if anyone had realized what you were doing before it was dismissed." 
 
    So much I didn't know. His calm dismissal of my worries and his vague apology went a long way to soothing my ruffled feelings, but at the same time I still fought my own resentment.  
 
    Waste of energy. Like caring about the Munroes. Accept it, adapt, move on. Becoming Ronin really isn't a good option. 
 
    The made me laugh at myself. Me, as a Ronin? That would be a failure before it even started. I followed, looking around the area. It looked like a typical office complex. Wherever I had thought he was taking me, this wasn't it. 
 
    He walked into a building, pulling out a badge and waving it at the card reader. 
 
    "This place only has basic security. I'll get you a badge on Monday but for now I want to explain why I need you so badly and what we know." He talked as he walked, assuming I followed, and I did. Still disappointed. It looked like an average office building. I'd been in enough buildings the few weeks of working on the ambulance, both here and in Rockway, to recognize the blandness. What I'd seen convinced me I never wanted to work in one, yet here I was. My spirit shrank down even more. How did I get myself into these messes? 
 
    He went through one more sealed door and stepped into a large area that had a long white counter and drawers against the left wall from the door with a bunch of fancy machines on it. Five cubicles were on the wall straight ahead from us, and to the left were rolling white boards, the hugest computer screen I'd ever seen and a conference table with six chairs and power outlets everywhere.  
 
    The expensive electronics everywhere gave me hives. If I fried one of these, they'd never forgive me. 
 
    "Come on. We don't have any more time to waste. I can feel the killer getting ready for the next attempt." 
 
    I swallowed and followed him in, feeling more and more out of place with every step. 
 
    One of the two agents that had arrested me, the one with an accent that sounded like the ones I'd heard on TV when talking to people in New York, stuck his head out and blinked. 
 
    "Merlin, Steven, what happened to you?" The accent was there, and it brought others out. The other agent looked way too fit to be real with his blond hair and dark blue eyes; he had to have won the genetic lottery.  
 
    Alixant glanced down at himself and I paid attention to what he focused on. Mostly I had avoided looking at him. I didn't want to make him think I cared, but even I blinked when I really looked.  
 
    His jacket looked like half the threads had snapped, the buttons were gone, his belt had broken, his shoes were frayed, his tie had shredded at the tie bar, and his shirt collar was all wonky.  
 
    "Oops." I wasn't that sorry but still, he looked ridiculous. Others had stuck their heads out of their cubicles and they all gaped at him.  
 
    He heaved a sigh and pulled the jacket off. It almost fell apart in his hands. "Take this as a lesson to not get a Spirit merlin truly pissed off at you." His voice had a wry tone to it, so at least I didn't think he was about to try and kill me. "I liked this jacket," he muttered as he dropped it on the table. "Okay, listen up—this is Corisande Munroe. She is officially drafted and while she can't start her mandatory college until next semester, we need her now. Here is where we stand on everything." He turned and headed to the board, looking rumpled and vaguely wrong. 
 
    "Umm, and who are these people?" I didn't even try to not be snide, looking at the two familiar strangers and the one unfamiliar one.  
 
    He groaned and turned around and looked at all of us, treating social niceties an obvious waste of time. "They have badges. Read them." I put one hand on my hip and stared at him. I hated first days anywhere and this was already the worst first day ever. I didn't really think I could make it worse. 
 
    "Fine. Niall McLachan, FBI Agent, he's my evidence person. An Earth archmage. He is excellent at seeing what isn't obvious or doesn't match or even what has been added to the scene." Niall looked at me his eyes lingering on my temple.  
 
    My instinctive reaction was to wipe, thinking something was stuck there, but the simple act of creasing my brows reminded me of what he was staring at. 
 
    "Not a mage, huh? What were you trying? To go Ronin, learn without oversight and strike out on your own?" The sneer in his voice could have been used as a weapon and I glared at him. 
 
    "I didn't know I was a mage but I did know you were a jerk. Nice to know I was right about you," I snapped back. This whole situation would never work. 
 
    "Chill, Niall." The other guy, the one with blue eyes, crew-cut blond hair, and a smile that I suspected should make me swoon. He stepped forward, holding out his hand. Before he could say anything else, Alixant spoke. 
 
    "And the agent acting all charming is Chris Jones. Pattern archmage. My database specialist and he's the one that will reconstruct things, at least normally." Alixant's voice had a sour note to it but rather than get offended or upset, Chris shrugged. 
 
    "I can only work with what I have and the perp in this situation isn't giving me much. Nice to meet you, Cori." He smiled, completely relaxed and almost zen like. It was both attractive and repelling, considering how wired I was. 
 
    This time I shook his hand, but still wasn't sure about any of this. But the last agent grinning at me was not what I expected. Yes, she had on dark slacks, and a white shirt - but that was the extent of any agenty thing about her. Her slacks looked like yoga slacks and they hugged her tight. The white shirt was open and revealed a blood red camisole and tattoos along the top of her breasts, or at least the hints of tattoos. Her long black hair was twisted on top held by a pencil, while the piercings in her eyebrow, lip, and ears were all titanium and reflected back the rainbow at me. But her grin and wild make up, cat eyes, emerald eyeshadow, and lips painted bruise purple, ensured she was the only one I even found anything in common with. At barely five feet tall, all the men towered over her. Asian features didn't tell me anything, but while Atlanta had a large Korean population, I didn't think she was Korean, but who knew. 
 
    "And this is Non-organic wizard Kajsiab Siong, my forensics specialist, currently becoming an expert in ritual magic. And who needs to pay attention to the dress code." 
 
    The woman all but bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. "Ignore him. I'm Siab, Kajsiab. It means peace but trust me, I'm not peaceful. And before you ask, no I'm not Chinese, I'm Hmong, and don't ever tell my mom anything. That woman makes tiger mom's look like sloths. So, I need to ask you questions about all the scenes and try to add them into the database I'm creating. We don't really understand ritual magic yet and I'm thinking the information we are gathering here will be enough for my PhD. But you never can tell when something more interesting might come along. Or maybe I'll get two. That might make mom slow down for a minute. So, how are you? Are you a full agent or what?" 
 
    "Merlin's balls, Siab. How much caffeine did you have today?" Alixant’s voice was a growl but I noted other than his snide comment about her clothes, he didn't say much. That meant I could wear whatever I wanted. Score. I'd take what victories I could get. 
 
    "Ooh, yes. More caffeine. What a good idea." She sprung away from us heading to a pod coffeemaker on the counter. I almost protested the horror of having such a thing but managed to bite off the protest. But if I stayed here long, I'd have to bring in a French press or something decent. Pod coffee was colored water as far as I was concerned. 
 
    "Steven, she hasn't gone home. As far as we can tell she's been here since yesterday morning," Niall said, his voice expressing annoyance and maybe if I listened carefully, a touch of concern. 
 
    I followed her with my eyes and scanned her again. But if that was what she looked like after a day of working, I was always going to be the frump in the group.  
 
    Oh well. At least I don't have to worry about being the only caffeine addict here. She'll probably love me for my coffee alone. 
 
    Making the best of a bad situation I turned to Alixant. There was no way I would ever call him his first name. Even thinking it hurt, so I avoided it. 
 
    "Agent Alixant. You want to tell them the rest? And maybe convince New York boy here that I'm not a Ronin about to go on a rampage, or at least convince him I'm not a draft dodger?" 
 
    He sat down at the conference table and glared at all of us. "We have a killer to catch. You want to deal with all these non-essentials? We don't have time." 
 
    "If you want us to actually be able to work together, I'd think it's worth the time. Don't they teach you anything about teams and interpersonal relationships in the FBI?" 
 
    I'd had two entire sessions in my various courses, one focusing on teamwork, and how important it is to connect with people on the human level. Without it you tended to dismiss or overlook others. In situations where lives were on the line, it was as important as anything. While this wasn't triage, it mattered. It was one of the reasons I'd been so frustrated at Ruby. Besides, if it annoyed him, it added an extra layer of attraction to it. 
 
    "Fine. Take seats people. Let's get this over with so we can move onto important stuff." 
 
    I gave him a look at the implication this wasn't important but he didn't notice, already typing on a laptop and bringing up things on the wall screen. Siab came on over, holding a cup of something hot. I refused to give it the appellation of coffee. The other two sat on the other end of the table from where I had taken a seat. Looking at all the shiny equipment and tech, I wondered how much of it would go up in smoke. Then I remembered about my lack of a Murphy's curse.  
 
    Huh, maybe phones and computers won't be as fragile as they have been. It would be nice to get a new one.  
 
    That idea got filed, pay would be an issue again and I didn't want to spend anything until things stabilized. Even thinking about another four years, or more, of school made me want to cry. None of that mattered now, I would just focus on the present and then move on. Nothing else I could do.  
 
    "As far as we can tell, Cori emerged a few days before her twelfth birthday. Most likely triggered by the death of her brother, so she had no idea she emerged. What is fascinating though, other than the fact it steered her into being involved with both of the cases so far, is she had a self-created and fueled Murphy's Curse and Lady Luck cloaked around her all the time. It seemed to have been an unconscious creation and was then managed the same way. While it is evident she had no involvement with the murders, she is still the only Spirit Merlin on this coast and I expect her to assist in finding this madman," he nodded giving me a sardonic smile, "or madwoman and stopping them." 
 
    All three of the agents looked at me and I fought not to shrink back. I channeled it into a smirk and looked at Niall. "So, no I didn't think I was a mage and I had no desire or intent to draft dodge. I just didn't realize I had emerged, much less that I was doing magic at all." I kept the rescue of the patient to myself. No need to confuse the issue. 
 
    "Huh. We'll see," he muttered, crossing his arms, but at least the glare had dialed back a notch. Siab looked like she was about to explode with questions, but Alixant cut her off. 
 
    "Now to the stuff that matters." The images on the screen stabilized and I looked at the girl I'd found and one of the other victims from the Olympic Park. They still looked like nightmare fodder but after the redrum ball, they couldn't even faze me. At least I hadn't killed these, vicariously at least.  
 
    "I know what you have been working on, but right now we are still nowhere. Victim one. Jane Tanner, and apparently we have Cori to thank for getting her identified also." Something heavy was in his voice I didn't understand. 
 
    He must have seen my funny look, because he continued. "It was your suggestion." My face must have still shown something, because I didn't know what he was talking about. Alixant heaved a sigh of exasperation as if he was dealing with morons. Whatever my look had been, it changed to a glare as I moved over and took the seat farthest from him. He pretended not to notice, but he did expand. "You suggested they check the OMO databases since even hedgemages are registered if they test. They found her. One Jane Tanner. Pattern hedgemage. Enough so that she'd doing well playing solitaire and putting together puzzles. I've received word that so far, all victims found at the Olympic Park were also mages." He turned and pointed to an image on the screen, a picture of where all the bodies were found.  
 
    Before he could start talking, I interrupted. "How many of the victims lived?" This froze the room and he looked back at me. "Eight are still alive, but it has been verified all of them are in a vegetative state. Next of kin are being contacted and they will most likely be harvested." 
 
    If possible, an even greater pall settled over the room, but my mind raced. That comment set off a lot of other ideas. "Are you sure ritual magic is being performed?" 
 
    I remembered the weird waves in the sky, but that didn't mean anything. I'd also seen one, I thought, when Elsba was hunting.  
 
    Siab piped up, "Oh, ye-" 
 
    "Stop." Alixant's voice cut her off and she stopped like someone had hit the pause button. She didn't look intimidated, more resigned. With a quirk of her mouth, she leaned back and waited. Alixant turned to look at me. "What are you thinking?" 
 
    I resisted the urge to shift in my seat as his gray eyes locked on me. "The manner in which they were controlled. I haven't seen the med reports or anything, but from what I heard before I was so rudely dragged off," I paused to glare at Niall and Chris. They both just shrugged and seemed unaffected. I needed to ramp up my glare ferocity. "They were all disabled in a way that preserved body functions for a decent amount of time but destroyed upper cognitive abilities, I THINK," I stressed that. "I don't know, but if that is the case, what if this is all a massive cover up to get someone an organ that they are on the transplant list for?" 
 
    Alixant whistled and leaned back. "That is quite a theory. Got anything more to go on?"  
 
    I shrugged. "I don't know that it is anything to go on. I don't know if the puncture wounds damaged organs or how many were donors. Just that one thought struck me because of a comment. Some specific organs are always hard to get and it's darn near impossible to game the system. But if you flood it with organs even someone low on the list might get one." 
 
    "Chris, put it on your list. I want blood types, donor status, and who all the organs go to." 
 
    I expected protestations. The donor list was supposed to be confidential information, but he just nodded and started typing on the computer in front of him. All of them seemed to have, or have brought, a laptop with them and were clicking as we talked. Once more I felt like a complete outsider and I fiddled with my coffee mug. At this rate I'd need more just to give myself something to do.  
 
    "Then if we're ready to pay attention." He pointed to the screen. It was a high shot, maybe from a chopper or from a nearby building, showing all the black-covered bodies or outlines of the ones we had taken. The five Olympic rings were obvious, but I couldn't not see the bodies. It kept distracting me. I had no idea what he thought we would see. "At this time there isn't an obvious layout. Ritual magic, contrary to folklore, seems to be more on what the person doing the ritual regards as important. Numbers, patterns, all of it can vary from person to person, but for the most part you have to get university training to get the basics." 
 
    "No, you don't." The words slipped out of my mouth and they all looked at me again.  
 
    At this rate I'm going to get burned to a crisp by all the people staring at me.  
 
    "Yes you do," Alixant said slowly. "To get access to training and ritual magic, much less how to use it, you must be enrolled in a university program and be in your senior year or your graduate program." 
 
    "Okay, maybe. But all the books are in the university library. While you aren't allowed to buy most of them online, they ask for your Mage registration id if you try, you can easily read them at the library or you can just check them out." There were some things that were considered restricted information, like with porn you had to be eighteen. Well, for magic texts you needed to provide a mage but no one looked that carefully. 
 
    "That requires you to be registered at the university." 
 
    I wanted to roll my eyes. I'm not sure how I didn't. "For anything. You can be taking classes part-time and get a library card, or you know, borrow your roommates? Most of the time you're using the self-checkout anyhow. I'm just saying if you wanted to learn ritual magic, it wouldn't be that hard to learn yourself. Or if you had a mage friend or relative, get them to buy you the books." 
 
    "There are days when I over think things too much." Alixant actually sounded exasperated with himself. I didn't know if that was good or bad. "I was so sure it had to be a trained mage that it never occurred to me they could have taught themselves. That makes our job a hell of a lot harder." 
 
    Because I was curious, I asked my questions about the marks. "Did you verify the symbols being carved into their chests?" 
 
    "Yes. They were the three main mage symbols, but done roughly, with no detail to them. Of the twenty-seven people, they all had the symbols." He replied as he started bringing up the images of all the victims. It hurt to see them there. One image of them alive and happy, the other right next to them their dead, or as good as dead face.  
 
    "What about Jane? What did she have on her?" I rolled the girl's name around in my mind. So simple and short, just like her life.  
 
    "Chaos. We still don't know why as we didn't find any other symbols anywhere else," Niall answered, still snarky. "Unless you destroyed them when you found the body." 
 
    "I don't touch crime scenes and I never went closer than five feet. Either they weren't there, or you missed them." I snapped back, annoyed already. I took another mouthful of coffee to try to keep myself from doing something truly stupid, like braining him with it. 
 
    "Enough. Niall. Give it a break. Even the Psychic mage said she had no idea she'd emerged, much less at twelve. Cori, I believe you. We are all just a bit on edge and the pressure we are getting is high to solve this." 
 
    "What about the other murders?" I don't know why I asked that, but once again everyone looked at me. 
 
    "What other murders?" Alixant asked the question slowly, almost like he was scared of what I might say.  
 
    I shrank back a bit, but pushed on. Laurel had told me I had a good instinct for this work. Since I was now in it, why ignore what I felt or thought. "Look, numbers in ritual mean patterns. You can't go from one to twenty-seven, it doesn't make sense. There should be a three or a nine or something. That jump makes no sense. If one wasn't powerful enough, why would you instantly jump to twenty-seven?" 
 
    It seemed reasonable to me, but they just looked at me and I wondered how much of an idiot I'd just proved myself as. 
 
    "She's right. It's what's been bugging me. There has to be more," Chris said slowly. "There is no pattern. That's why I can't put it together." 
 
    "And one to three to nine to twenty-seven would make sense. Lots of ritual on threes jive with human understanding," Siab put in, her eyes sparking as she leaned forward. "But the bad thing is the next number would be eighty–one." 
 
    Alixant growled looking at them. "We should have come up with this. Why is this newbie the one seeing the obvious?" 
 
    "Oh, that I can answer. Our heads are so full of patterns and previous cases, we have it all cluttered with everything that has happened before. Right now, on the surface this looks like that Zodiac case from the seventies, where the archmage wanted to ascend to Merlin, so he was draining high ranking mages. Doing them in patterns in the golden gate park. It didn't work, so no one ever repeated it." 
 
    "Or even the Strangler in New York, killing any mage higher than he due to jealousy issues until he was caught," Niall said. "We're seeing stuff from other cases in this one, and she isn't." He half smirked at me. "I'm assuming you aren't a serial killer junkie?" 
 
    "Umm, no. Ask me about weird disease or strange ways to die, exotic poisons, I'll probably know. But serial killers, not so much."  
 
    Alixant looked at us and shrugged. "Okay, Cori—what do you see?" He enlarged the scene of the Olympic park, so it took up the wall in horrific detail.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Ritual magic is still regarded as something crones or herbies use, not real mages. While no one can deny some of the crones who've spent a lifetime with herbs and using their magic in the small ways can use their rituals to heal or aid, their ability to teach has been limited as every mage needs to create their own, and the success of ritual magic is low. ~ Magic Explained 
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     I really wanted to say nothing because that was the answer but something niggled at the back of my mind. The image of us carting away a victim the red seeping through, and the two angry ripples in the air, like bulges almost about to tear but not quite. There was something about the bodies. 
 
    "Did you move any of the bodies before we, the medical responders, showed up?" I turned and looked Alixant. 
 
    "A few were turned over to check for life, but that is about it." He had focused on me again and I wanted to squirm. 
 
    "The positions they are in are odd. Most bodies I've seen, where the person drops dead, are more straight, often on their backs. These? The people all crumpled on the ground, like puppets with their strings cut. They weren't even all on their backs. Were the cuts done while they lay down or while they were standing?" I went over the wounds in my head again. I'd have to talk to a doctor to be sure but most of them that I'd treated seemed to have an upward tilt to them, like someone driving the blade up. 
 
    "Do you have the ME reports yet?" I wasn't a doctor but the medical examiner's report would tell me a lot about the wounds. 
 
    Alixant arched a brow at me and I realized I'd interrupted a discussion between him and Niall. I fought back embarrassment. I really hadn't noticed they were talking, caught up in my own little world. 
 
    "No. Should get it by Tuesday." 
 
    I nodded and sank back. I couldn't think of anything else. There had to be other murders, and I knew some medical stuff. My so-called Merlin status didn't seem to do me any good but I didn't know what else to do. I closed my eyes and wanted to be back at Ruby, no matter how they treated me. At least I knew I could be useful there. Here, I had no idea what I was.  
 
    Learn, you can always learn. Maybe something will lead you to Stevie's death. 
 
    I turned to Siab, forcing a smile, but when she saw me her smile made mine real. "Can you tell me about ritual magic? I mean, I was going to check some books out on it but I don't know anything." 
 
    Her smile changed her from interesting to vibrant. "I warn you, once I start talking, it's hard to get me to shut up. And since you're a Merlin, you'll get all this when you get to those classes, so I'll skip the basics?" 
 
    "I just don't know the basics, but I figure focusing on what is going on with these murders is the important part. But I think I'm here because I decked him and it pissed him off." 
 
    "You decked Steven Alixant? I mean, really? With your fists?" Her eyes widened and I couldn't tell if her astonishment was horror, or amusement, or shock. 
 
    "He tried to stop me from helping someone. Besides, it’s not like I knew who he was then. Or now, for that matter. I mean he's a merlin doing his draft service." 
 
    Her mouth opened, paused, then she snapped it shut shaking her head. "That is one conversation that needs drinks, and no listening ears. Back to ritual magic." She paused as she brought something up on her computer but I got the feeling she was more trying to organize her thoughts than anything else.  
 
    After a minute she nodded and brought up the image of the first girl, Jane. I didn't cringe, though it took me a moment to recognize her. Lying flat and nude, and the wounds on her chest were visible. There were things I hadn't seen when I found her. The eyes, peeled away face, and her missing heart had taken all of my attention. While there was still a gaping hole right below her sternum, this time I could see the cuts her clothes had covered.  
 
    "He dressed her after she was dead?" 
 
    "Yes, but almost immediately after. I think he is an Air mage and is creating illusions, so no one sees him as he is working. Then he drops it and walks away. I think, and this is all supposition, the heart and eyes were the offering-" 
 
    I cut her off, eyes wide. "Wait, you can do offerings of other people?" 
 
    She ducked her head. "Bad choice of words. Let's say it was what the unsub thought would be a good gift or something for whomever he was trying to summon. But that is what doesn't make any sense." 
 
    "Wait, back up. I'm lost." I hated to admit that but at this point I was confused and felt like I was missing pieces. Okay, I knew I was missing pieces, but none of this made sense. 
 
    "I'll explain, starting at the beginning might be good for all of us." Alixant's voice interrupted and I looked at him. I'd been unaware he was following our conversation. But rather than looking at me, he put the picture of Jane and the park up on the display.  
 
    "The body was found on July 24th, but they suspect she was killed at least twenty-four hours earlier. Forensics examined the scene but found no markings outside the ones drawn on the tree. After taking the body to the morgue and doing and examination, the following was discovered." He clicked and the picture zoomed in to focus on the cuts on her stomach. "The drawing of the chaos symbol was done while she was alive and breathing, the blood tells us that, but there were no indications of struggle or pulling away. She is currently being checked for the same brain damage as found in the Olympic park victims. The eyes were taken next and then the heart. There is no information as to what the heart or the eyes could be used for but there was no trace of them found at the scene. At that time the police considered it a simple murder and the prevalent theory was that the symbols and posing of the body were to cover up some sort of mugging gone wrong or domestic dispute."  
 
    I gave him a look at that, but he ignored it. Detective Stone had not made it seem like that. He made it seem as if something had gone on with her death. 
 
    "I got Fran out to the park after the Olympic deaths and she verified some magic was done there but the traces were too subtle for her to track. With the running water and the number of people over that area, most traces were obliterated." 
 
    "Can't you just not leave traces? Or not use magic?" I felt stupid for asking but as that ball had showed, it was easy enough to kill something with brute force and malice.  
 
    "But the entire point is magic, they are doing a ritual," Siab piped in and I wanted to scream. None of this made any sense. Why in the world was I here? 
 
    "Which means what? What is ritual magic? I mean, I've seen a movie or two, but they always show it as a way to channel and amplify or maybe summon something. I don't know what is or isn't real." 
 
    "God, you wanted the Ritual Witch series, didn't you?" Niall sounded totally dismissive. "That was just young adult drivel. It wasn't worth the time to watch it. 
 
    "I was a young adult when it came out. The young woman was caught between a Merlin and a non-magical, unsure if she would emerge and she had to decide whom to love. It was amusing. And the special effects were incredible," it came out as a protest, almost a plea, to understand and I growled at myself silently. 
 
    Why in the world am I justifying a movie and book series I loved a few years ago? Not like it didn't make billions, so I wasn't the only one that watched it. 
 
    "Yes, you can use ritual to amplify some spells, but it takes time to set up and the effectiveness is debatable. Some herbies use them to intensify the remedies they use. And I know of one merlin who uses it for his planar research. But most people find it too much effort as what works for one person won't work for another. While summoning something from the other planes is possible, the only successful ones I've heard of have summoned familiars and without fail, they never went to the summoner. So that hasn't been popular for a few decades. Movies not withstanding, there are no documented successes of summoning demons or angels from the other planes."  
 
    "Are there demons or angels?" Everyone just shrugged, which didn't make me feel any better. "So if familiars won't choose you, why or what are they summoning." 
 
    "That is what we need to figure out and stop them before they succeed. It looks like they are playing, and since ritual magic is so much about intent, what they may or could do, worries me." 
 
    I sat back and looked at them and it finally clicked. Alixant had grabbed me because he didn't have a clue. No idea who or why, and he felt there was something about me being a Spirit merlin that might give him the edge they needed. I still thought there were at least two murders we didn't know about. None of this made sense, but that didn't mean anything. I'd studied how to heal people, not why people hurt others. Just because I'd been a pretty good with the Rockway police didn't mean I had even the slightest clue what I was doing. 
 
    "Why do you think I can help? What is it about me being a spirit merlin that has you excited?" The blunt question felt like I'd just announced we only had decaf coffee left.  
 
    All the agents turned to look at Alixant, the same question obvious on their faces.  
 
    He groaned. "Why can't I just get people that do their job and don't ask questions? Or throw fits with their magic?" He gave the cuff of his shirt that had almost fallen off a morose look. 
 
    "Because you'd rather get the job done right than deal with yes agents?" Siab said, leaning forward to watch him, her tiny frame dwarfed by the table and office chair. From the side view the many braids she had caught my attention, and I wondered if I could do that. If my hair started to grow that was.  
 
    "Yes agents, that I should be so lucky." He rubbed at his face, then turned to me. I itched for a notebook or something. Since I didn't have one, I leaned back and paid very close attention. "For reasons we don't understand, Spirit Mages have an affinity to Planar rips. We believe it is these rips that allowed magic to seep into our work. I'm sure you know the history, so I'm not going over that. But merlins seem to be able to control or even heal these rips, if they can get to them in time. I rather wish you were strong in Soul, because that class has the best chance to deal with them, but pale is better than nothing. If I can get you near a rip and you believe you have magic, there's a chance you might sense where the rip leads and maybe heal it. Hopefully, before anything bad comes out." 
 
    I choked on a laugh. "You want me to heal something I've never heard of? With magic I've never used? And figure out how to do it with no training and no idea what it might cost?"  
 
    He leveled dead gray eyes on me. "Yes. Or all of Atlanta might pay the price." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Remember, a well-educated mage is a long-lived mage. Get your degree and survive to see your grandchildren. ~ OMO Slogan. 
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    Nothing else was accomplished the rest of the afternoon and I escaped by three. There wasn't much I could do and I didn't know anything to help and not just ask annoying questions. Refusing Siab's offer to drive me home, I walked to the bus stop, lost in thought. 
 
    I couldn't deny I was a mage, though I now understood why Shay wore hats all the time. The looks on the bus weren't as bad this time but I sensed more hoodies in my future.  
 
    Settling in, I stewed all the way home. This was a waste of my time and energy. Sure, if they had something happen, I'd help, but until college started, and I still needed to apply and everything, I'd work at Ruby. There at least, I could be useful. If my coworkers would even accept me back. That worry scraped across raw edges, but even if they didn't talk to me, I'd be able to help people. At least for a while.  
 
    By the time I got to my stop, I almost felt calm. Climbing up the stairs I opened the door to the apartment and smiled as the welcoming smell of con carne wrapped around me. I walked in, dropped my bag on the table and smiled into the kitchen.  
 
    "You're spoiling us, Tia." 
 
    Marisol beamed at that moniker, but then she looked at me and her smile took on a sly edge. "Welcome back, Cori. And since you are no longer a walking disaster personified, you can come help." 
 
    I hesitated. A lifetime of learning that anything I did in the kitchen was a recipe for disaster made me over think, but it had been a full day since anything had happened. That struck me then. I'd been in that office with all those computers and nothing had fritzed or gone haywire. Well, outside of my attack on Alixant. I couldn't even lie to myself that it had been an attack. 
 
    "I'd like that." Five minutes later, hands washed and my stuff put away, I was in there helping. I'd always loved the magical science of cooking but for the first time that I could remember, nothing went wrong as I helped. We had con carne, refried beans, tortillas and her secret rice, though we all knew the secret: saffron, cilantro, peppers, and just enough orange juice to make it sing.  
 
    We had everything mostly done when it dawned on me this was Saturday. Not a weekday. "Where's Jo?" 
 
    "Oh, I sent her on an errand. She should be back soon. Help me set the table."  
 
    Her voice was too light, too casual, but I had no illusions I'd be able to pry anything out of her, so I dropped it, content to wait. With Marisol here the table was getting a workout, even if the three of us were crowded using it.  
 
    "You do know it is driving me crazy not to ask about your day," she said we she filled water glasses. 
 
    "I had wondered, but honestly there is not much to tell other than me asking stupid questions. I really think I'm there just because I pissed people off so much." 
 
    "Are you going to stay?" Her tone was too casual, and I frowned. 
 
    "I have a choice?" 
 
    "Of course. Granted someone else has to lobby for you, but you aren't ever required to take the first government agency that offers you a job. Think of it like getting your degree and getting job offers. It is up to you." She shrugged. "While this man may have immediate precedence due to the deaths, you still have a degree to complete before you really need to worry about that." 
 
    I opened my mouth but the door opened, and Jo came sailing in, all bounce and joy. More joy than I'd seen a while. Once again that niggle of worry ate at me, but I couldn't place it.  
 
    "Did you get everything?" Marisol asked and headed over to her daughter. 
 
    "Of course." Jo handed her a bag. 
 
    "Excellent. Come on Cori. Sit. Jo, go clean up." 
 
    "Mami, I'm not exactly dirty. I went to the store, not the shop." Jo said, her tone amused. 
 
    Marisol shook her head. "Sorry, habit. You're usually covered with grease and other stuff when it is dinner time. Then wash your hands and sit down." 
 
    Jo was already at the sink, still snickering. Marisol flushed a bit but waved me to my chair. "Sit, both or you." 
 
    I did, but I had no idea what was going on. They were both grinning and almost giddy, so I wasn't worried, just wary. Jo in that good of a mood often spelled mischief.  
 
    They both settled down, and Marisol handed me two items. One a set of three books wrapped in brown paper and a ribbon, the other just looked like a card. 
 
    "What? Why?" I just stared at them until Jo shoved them into my hands. 
 
    "Your emergence gift, silly."  
 
    "But, I, I mean-" 
 
    "Cori, I couldn't get you what I wanted as this wasn't something we'd planned, for, but we love you and you deserve an emergence gift as much as anyone did." 
 
    I wanted to protest, but all I could do was hold them fiercely too myself. 
 
    "Open them. Maybe they aren't quite as cool as a new motorcycle, but I don't think you would have enjoyed that gift, much less getting it up and running," Jo teased, nudging me with her hip as she started dishing food on all our plates.  
 
    I moved over to the side, paranoid about getting food on them. My hands shook and I didn't know if they shook from excitement or nerves. I opened the envelope first. I pulled out the card and the piece of paper in it. It took me a full minute to try and understand what I saw. 
 
    "A certificate for a spa here in Atlanta? 
 
    Marisol shrugged. "I know you've been so focused on school and now it is going to start over again. I just thought you might like to go get a massage, maybe have one of them show you things to do with your hair. Since I'm pretty sure it will start growing. You could get it colored or use it if you want to get fancy for a date?" She sounded hopeful and I ducked my head.  
 
    For everything I had talked to Marisol about I'd never talked to her about my lack of sexual attraction to anyone, male or female. Since I still didn't know how I felt or why, I wasn't going to discuss it. 
 
    And what does that have to do with getting a massage and a facial? This a treat and will probably be fun. 
 
    "Thank you. I've never been. Are massages nice?"  
 
    "Oh, they are addictive. Maybe every month or so we can set up a girls’ weekend and go?" It was an offer, tentative but a real offer.  
 
    Jo's face lit up. "I'd like that. A break from the every day, like once every three months. We can schedule it?" 
 
    "That would be great," Marisol grinned and it occurred to me she might miss having girls at home.  
 
     Everyone sounded enthused and I thought I might be too, but first I'd go get a massage and see what I liked or didn't like.  
 
    That led to the next package, and I unwrapped this a bit faster, then gaped. "How?" In my hands lay the four book set of the definitive magic skills, used as reference only, because they were too expensive to let out into regular hands. You had to be a Merlin to even get access to them, but in them lay all the information about magic I could ask for. Oh, lots of practical stuff was missing, like how to do offerings, the basics of using magic, and any laws surrounding them. But this, this would answer any question I had, or could think of before starting classes.  
 
    Magic of Chaos 
 
    Magic of Pattern 
 
    Magic of Spirit 
 
    I wanted to cry. I would learn so much, get so many questions answered, maybe find out something about both myself and the killer. 
 
    "Well, I might have snuck a look at your ID and your registration number. When I called, I said I wanted to get it as an emergence gift for a new merlin and provided your ID. You'll need to register the receipt of the books online in the next day or so." Marisol nodded at the slip of paper in the first book. "But I thought it might be what you needed. A car is a bit out of our league, and I couldn't see you driving a motorcycle by yourself." 
 
    "Oh yeah, no. Riding with her is bad enough." 
 
    "Well, maybe weird things won't happen anymore now that your cloaks of good and bad luck are gone," Jo fired back. "Now eat. I'm starving, and mami needs to leave to go back home tonight, preferably before it gets full dark." 
 
    Marsiol cast her a thoughtful look "Do I want an example of weird things?" 
 
    "No," both of us responded at the same time. I got up and put my books over by my desk, planning on reading tonight. 
 
    "Very well. So, have either of you decided about your major? Or at least thought about it?" This look was mostly aimed at her daughter.  
 
    Jo groaned, and she focused on her plate. "Just let me get through this first year. Everything is basics anyhow, nothing that I need to focus on. Then I'll go over the options and decide." 
 
    All of us were eating but Marisol focused on her daughter, a frown on her face. Did she notice the same thing I did? The odd discomfort you never expected to see on the "live life to the fullest" Jo. 
 
    "Fair enough. What about you, Cori? You think of anything?" 
 
    I started laughing with my mouth full and choked. A few minutes of coughing finally made it so I could talk, even though my eyes watered. I gave her an incredulous look. "I'm still struggling with the idea I'm a mage, much less a merlin. Heck, that means they are going to want me to get a PhD. I don't even know what I want to study." Though saying it made my mind sit down and start thinking. I shut off that process. I needed to get through the next month, then I'd figure it out.  
 
    Marisol sighed. "The two of you. Fine. I'll give you until next summer, but then I will be nagging both of you to lock down what you need to study, with concrete plans as to your future. Neither of you are teenagers and you need to plan." 
 
    "Yes, Mami," Jo said dutifully, her joy diminished in a way that hurt to see. Marisol frowned at her, biting her lip but she dropped it. "I've got to head back soon. Henri says he misses me." 
 
    We spent the rest of the dinner with me looking longingly at the books and enjoying Marisol. Jo perked back up, teasing me about needing to do my share of the cooking.  
 
    "Fine, but that means you need to do your share of the cleaning." 
 
    "Huh, I think I'll stay with cooking. It's easier." 
 
    When Marisol left Jo dug out her books and started on homework, while I reverently cracked open Magic of Spirit and started reading the first chapter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Knowing how to do something is one thing. Knowing if you should do something is what takes time to learn. ~Merlin Arthur Conan Doyle 
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    Whoever had written the Magic Of books, knew their stuff, and had managed to write in the world’s most boring manner. But either way I persevered until ten. Then I started getting ready for bed. Jo had given up an hour earlier and was watching a TV show on her laptop and headphones. 
 
    My phone went off with a jangle and I frowned at it. Usually Jo was the only person to contact me. I picked up the phone not sure who it could be, probably spam. 
 
    *You do not need to come in tomorrow. A package will be delivered to you tomorrow. Read it and study what is in there. Be ready to leave by 7:00. Siab will be picking you up.* 
 
    I suspected I knew who it was, but that had nothing to do with not wanting to pull his chain. 
 
    *Who is this?* I texted back, waiting. 
 
    *Steven Alixant. Don't be late. Dress professionally.* 
 
    How in the world did he get my number? 
 
    I managed outrage for a whole thirty seconds, before remembering all the interminable forms I'd filled out which included my address and phone number. I wrinkled my nose in a glare at my phone, even though it hadn't annoyed me. I refused to respond, instead I threw a pillow at Jo to get her attention. "Jo, you have any plans tomorrow?" 
 
    She tossed it back to me as she pulled off her headphones. "Nah. I'd like to get out of the apartment for a while. I'm getting a bit stir crazy."  
 
    She did seem a bit wired. "School not going well?" 
 
    "Just boring and too much sitting. At least at high school I had sports to distract me," she said, shutting down her computer, and not looking at me. 
 
    "So join one of the sports teams. You were incredible in high school." It wasn't a lie, she had been. Soccer, lacrosse, and basketball had been her sports, and she'd usually been one of the most valuable players.  
 
    That got a smile from her as she stretched, doing that silly pose again. "That would be nice, but mages aren't allowed to play. Risk of your magic helping even unconsciously is too great." 
 
    "Ah, I guess I could see that. But hey, I know I need to join a gym; want to do that with me? As well as find a coat? Or something. The FBI jerk says I need to look more professional. And I really need to exercise more." 
 
    "Oh, that would be great. I might not get fat with the magic stuff, but that doesn't mean I'm staying in shape and already I'm missing the work at the shop. I didn't realize it was almost a full body workout each day." 
 
    "Good. I'm off tomorrow and except for reading a book the jerk is sending me, I just need to shop, and we can join a gym." 
 
    Jo tilted her head at me. "What about money?" 
 
    I froze, then sighed. "I hadn't thought about that. Dang it. I'd just gotten used to having a regular paycheck." 
 
    With extreme reluctance, I picked up my phone and texted him. *What about a paycheck? Otherwise I'm going back to work. I have bills to pay.* I didn't need to be nice, cause he wasn't. At least that was the excuse I would use. 
 
    *Paperwork Monday. Already have full rent waived for your housing. Salary to be determined.* 
 
    I looked and shrugged. "Well apparently we don't need to pay rent anymore. So unless we join a super fancy gym, I think I can handle it." 
 
    "Yay. I'm going to get you in the best shape of your life now that we don't need to worry about treadmills exploding when you walk by."  
 
    A feeling of dread settled into my soul and I suddenly regretted this idea very much.  
 
    We crawled into bed and I set an alarm for nine. I might as well enjoy sleeping in. Who knew when I'd get to do it again.  
 
    My dreams that night were distracted by someone's cat crying, a soft plaintive mew. It was loud enough it that almost woke me up, but not quite and just enough that I muttered about people and crying cats that morning in the shower. We headed out and Jo was bright and cheerful. We found a coat, signed up for a gym a block from our apartment, and had lunch out. I'd also, much to Jo's amusement, found a floppy fedora-like hat. It was a burgundy color I loved and flopped enough that with my hair brushed forward most of the merlin symbol was not obvious. It made me feel better to not have it on display. I'd have to get used to it but for right now, I could avoid. 
 
    Part of me hated every minute out in public, people glancing at our temples. I was so used to the dismissal that the double take and the wary step back caught me off guard every time. Going back to the FBI office seemed like an escape by the time we got back to the apartment. I was exhausted and just wanted to hide from everyone and everything. A package waited at the doorstep. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Oh, this must be what the jerk said he was sending to me." I picked it up and frowned. It wasn't the normal sender I mean, who didn't get things from Amazing but instead, from Quantico? The desire to set it back down and back away slowly washed through me. Instead, I picked it up and started to unlock the door. 
 
    "Well, hello neighbors." We both turned to see Nathan leaning against the door jam. I'd turned in a such a way my left side faced him, not the side with the tattoos.   
 
    I'd seen him a few times, each time I was rushing somewhere, so other than a "Hi," I'd been too busy to worry. But from the sigh Jo heaved and the way she stiffened, I guess she hadn't been so lucky.  
 
    "Hey, Nathan." 
 
    "I don't understand why two good-looking women aren't having guys beat down their door every day. You should let me take you out and show you the best places in Atlanta." While his words were friendly, the leer made me wrinkle my nose. He didn't scare me but there was nothing about his invitation that made even interested in knowing him as a friend. 
 
    "Again, I'm a lesbian. Your dangly bits don't interest me at all," Jo said, boredom obvious.  
 
    "How would you know that? You haven't' seen what I'm packing or experienced how I could make you feel." His response was instant, and I looked at him, stunned. While in high school Jo had dated the occasional guy, after her first kiss with a girl, she'd spent weeks in rapture over it. How great the kiss had been, the softness, the full breasts, all the things she'd never cared much about in a guy she loved on a girl: stomach, ass, shoulders, back. You'd have thought she'd discovered a new chocolate. 
 
    "Are you really that much of an idiot?" The words slipped out without conscious thought. Me and my stupid smart mouth. 
 
    He bristled, straightening from the slouch he'd held just a minute before. Jo stiffened and I wondered what else he'd said to her. 
 
    "Are you calling me stupid?" He demanded, looming suddenly. 
 
    "Well, you just implied that by looking at your genitals Jo would suddenly become delirious and decide, after almost a decade," I might have added a few years to get that, but it sounded better than six years, "She would decide that women didn't do it for her anymore and become hetero or at least bi. I would think anyone getting a college degree would have more than enough intelligence to know it doesn't work like that. You can't turn on or off what you like, what makes you happy." 
 
    He sputtered and had his face flushing.  
 
    "Though maybe that's why you are still here. You haven't figured out how the world works yet. Much less how to interact with people. What is this, year five, or six?" I tapped my chin thoughtfully to make it look like I was pondering. He was one of the mage students, but from his reaction I figured I was right, though it had been a complete shot in the dark. He just seemed like the type to always stay a student and avoid having to work.  
 
    "You know nothing. You're just a hanger-on riding your friends coat tails while you get cheap rent. Does she know you're using her for her mage benies? Or did I misunderstand and you're paying on your back?" The cruelty in his voice slapped me.  
 
    I was stunned to realize a week ago I might have flinched at that and worried it was true. But now, a feeling of cold dread at this is how power abuse started flashed through me. It didn't prevent me from turning and looking at him fully, my merlin tattoo bright in the sun. 
 
    His eyes went wide, and he paled. "Wow, um, sorry. I didn't realize. I was just being friendly you know. I won't bother you. Please ask if you need something." He was backing up as he spoke. "Sorry to bug you." And he slammed the door shut. You could hear the lock sliding home from the other side. 
 
    "What in the four planes was that?" Jo sounded bewildered. Me, I wanted to be sick. Disgust coated my tongue and I needed to brush my teeth, badly. 
 
    "That was power abuse," I muttered as we headed in. I dropped the book on the table and all but ran to the restroom. A few minutes later, the bile had mostly ebbed but I still felt raw, somehow dirty. I'd just threatened him. And I hadn't needed to say a word.  
 
    "Explain." Jo had her arms crossed glaring at me. I sighed.  
 
    "What have you done outside of college since we got here?" 
 
    The question threw her off balance and she dropped into her desk chair, turning it to look at me. "Not much. Lunch out, shopping with you. That week off we had at Six Flags, but everything else has been school." 
 
    "School where most everyone is mages. Or with me? A normie?" The decision was still out if that was an insult or not, but it fit, or at least it had.  
 
    Jo frowned at me. "You know I don't care…" She trailed off and looked at the closed door. "Oh." 
 
    "Yeah. That was me abusing power because everyone fears a merlin. That was something I didn't know until lately. And I don't like it." 
 
    Jo sighed and pulled me into a hug. I almost resisted. I felt dirty, like a million showers could never get me clean. It sunk in, just how most people viewed mages. We were dangerous, and if you were a merlin, then you were the most dangerous one around. But I sank into her hug for a few minutes as I mourned one more thing this unwelcome event had cost me. Another chip in my rose-colored glasses.  
 
    After a muted dinner, I opened the package sent from the FBI office in Quantico. That was strangely cool I couldn't even get up the energy to care but the book drew some interest. Magical Rituals. It was a slim novel, especially compared to what Marisol had gotten me. Suspecting he'd probably quiz me in the morning, I opened it and started reading. In a few minutes, reality disappeared and I was deep in the magic of ritual making.  
 
    
  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    By controlling knowledge, you control people. When you are dealing with people capable of destroying lives, buildings, governments with a flick of a finger, control becomes very important. ~ Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov 
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    Getting up Monday wasn't any different than any other day, but once again I was on the morning shift. Figured. The bonus to the day was the email from Ruby EMS terminating my employee and saying they would deposit my final check that afternoon. It didn't make me feel better, but at least I still had a bit of money. I dug through what I'd brought from my apartment and found a French press and some decent coffee. If I had to do this, it would not be in an under caffeinated state. They slipped in my small backpack and I headed out the door as I heard Jo start her shower. 
 
     I walked to the bus stop, having made a note of where I needed to go, and caught the bus there. This time I wore my hat, and I didn't care that it probably looked ridiculous. With my hair brushed forward, while you might see the edge of one of my marks, you didn't see all of them. I felt better but had already decided on hoodies as soon as it cooled down at all.  
 
    I spent the ride reviewing what I'd learned, which I figured everyone else already knew, so it would just help me not ask the obvious. But I couldn't figure out how learning about ritual magic would help. From everything I read, it was personal; no two mages would do the same thing to achieve the same result. So while we might suspect they were using ritual magic, we wouldn't be able to replicate it because we weren't focusing on the same thing. And even if we were, the symbols used wouldn't mean the same thing to us. 
 
    Then you add in the fact that the author had referenced a study saying their current breakdown of magic was wrong, and everyone had access to at least 1%, figure a weak hedgemage. It was something so small no machine could test it. But that meant even the most magic free human could use ritual magic if they focused and were very specific and careful. It made it scary, yet also rare that it succeeded. 
 
    Then why is this person even trying? 
 
    I thought about it as I headed in, trying to figure out what they wanted badly enough to do that. Or, maybe it wasn't want. Why did I do things? Fear, Need, Desire. I couldn't come up with anymore. 
 
    This is stupid, this isn't my job. I have no training for this. 
 
    At this point I hadn't even thought about what I might like to study for. That was yet another stack of paperwork I was waiting to get. All the suggestions and ways various skills could be used. I'd think about that later. I had some time, and I wanted to make the right choice, though the idea of testing out of a few classes ripped across my head. I stopped mid step. I had my degrees, I should be able to start as a junior or at least a sophomore, maybe higher.  
 
    That realization buoyed me until I got to the door. The card key access door. I peered through the window, but there was no helpful security guard to let me in. Reluctantly, I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my text messages.  
 
    *I can't get in.* 
 
    I stared at the phone. Five minutes I was leaving. 
 
    *Siab will be there shortly.* 
 
    I started counting in my head but it being the lone other woman made me reluctant to just walk away. Either way it didn't matter. Before I reached ninety, which would have been a minute and a half, the door pushed open and her smiling face greeted me. "Morning, Cori. Come on it, Chris has been here since six. He says he thinks he has something." 
 
    I followed her in, wondering how anyone could be so cheerful at not even seven in the morning. It was unnatural.  
 
    "I researched more this weekend, but I don't see anything that points to what they are doing using ritual magic. It doesn't make much sense." 
 
    "Yeah. I read some this weekend but I'm not sure looking at ritual is the way to go."  
 
    And why am I talking? My plan was to nod and not say anything. 
 
    I stifled a groan as she shot me a glance, unlocking the last door. 
 
    "That sounds interesting. What do you mean?" 
 
    I shrugged as we went through the door, not sure I wanted to voice the weird ideas I had in my head.  
 
    "Everyone gather at the table. Cori, sit there." He pointed at a chair with a pile of papers and a laptop and a cellphone in front of it. "Chris, show us what you have." 
 
    "It took me a bit. I started the queries Saturday, worked on cleaning up and validating the data yesterday, and today I got a hit." He had been typing furiously on his laptop as he spoke, and the wall screen sprang to life. "Valdosta, three dead. Signs of incisions in the stomach and traces of candles found at the scene." 
 
    "Why weren't we called?" Alixant’s voice was a growl and I couldn’t help scooting my chair further away. I had no desire to be the focus of his anger. 
 
    "Because until I worked through the ME's report, it had been reported as either arson, suicide pact, or kids playing with magic. The official cause of these was smoke inhalation and most of them were covered in third degree burns which means they still haven't been identified. I've sent a note to the coroners to run them through the OMO first. They keep the DNA on file forever as far as I can tell." 
 
    Instinctively I ran my tongue around the inside of my cheek, remembering the swab. Knowing I was in the system, that every mage was, created an odd dichotomy of support and revulsion, but it was one I didn't really have time to explore.  
 
    "We think this mage did it?" Alixant didn't take his eyes off the information on the screen as Chris typed. 
 
    "I think it matches the MO we are looking for, and it matches the next number I found," Chris replied evenly. It impressed me he didn't respond to the aggression in Alixant's question, but then that man rubbed me wrong. It was becoming a pattern. First Chief Amosen, now this guy. Maybe eventually I'd learn to like him to. Miracles could happen.  
 
    It took me a second to translate MO to modus operandi. All those crime shows were coming in handy. 
 
    "Very well then," Alixant all but growled, glaring at Chris. I almost felt sorry for the man, but he didn't seem to even notice the grouch glaring at him.  
 
    "The next was only found two days ago, which is why it didn't show up earlier and the location is Savannah. The victims were all found on a boat that had been docked at the end of the marina. It wasn't until scavengers started landing on the boat in large numbers that anyone noticed anything." 
 
    My mind instantly conjured the image of birds pecking at a body taking out eyes and soft bellies. I swallowed and took another sip of my coffee. Almost out. I'd need to make some in a few minutes. Anything to distract me.  
 
    "The only thing I have is that the owner of the boat was a known hedge and there were nine bodies found. There are no signs of a struggle. One of the windows and a door was left open so the damage to the bodies by local scavengers is severe. Until the autopsies are finished, we won't know for sure if they have similar wounds but best guess it went from one victim to three to nine to twenty-seven. It follows a logical progression." 
 
    Alixant nodded, settling back in his chair. Today he looked much more sartorial, his jacket neat, his shirt and tie in place, the black matching his hair. "When do they expect the results?" 
 
    "Right now their preliminary guess is the end of next week." 
 
    "That is not acceptable, tell them I want it to tomorrow," Alixant snapped, sitting up straight in his chair. I just watched a bit amazed. If this was how most merlins acted no wonder everyone thought that we were assholes.  
 
    "Yeah, we can tell them that all we want. This what they are dealing with." He clicked something on his keyboard and a picture popped up. I hadn't thought I was squeamish. I'd seen a lot after all. I got the impression of crabs, bugs, birds and what might have been a human body. I slammed my eyes shut and stood. I didn't open my eyes until my back was to the screen and I was headed to the small kitchen area. 
 
    "Where are you going?"  
 
    I didn't care about the demand in his voice, the annoyance or anything. I kept walking, but I did speak. 
 
    "I am going to make myself some more coffee." 
 
    "We are doing things here, you need to see this," his voice sounded like he was so furious that he was about to start spitting lightening. I still didn't care.  
 
    "The only way I am going to look at that is if you want me to empty the contents of my stomach all over your nice clean suit. So I'll listen and make myself some more coffee over here." 
 
    There was a long moment of silence and a noisy swallow. I dug out my French press, put water in the electric kettle and ignored them.  
 
    "Ah, yes. Um, well. Yes, proceed." He sounded almost apologetic and his voice almost had a note of regret. "I forgot that you haven't been through training. Your insights yesterday were excellent. But why would that upset you? You've seen dead bodies." 
 
    The water boiled and I poured it over the grounds I'd already put in the press. "Yes. But there is a world of difference between a body with wounds and injuries, even in death, and a body being eaten by crabs," I spit that word out. Crabs just gave me the creeps.  
 
    "Ah." He cleared his throat. "Ask them if they can at least verify if there were puncture marks, or wounds, on the body in an abstract version of the mage symbols that would be helpful. If they can tell if these people were immobilized the same way as our other victims, that would also be helpful." 
 
    "Will do. They don't have any leads but both sites were so badly contaminated, the odds of finding anything that we can link to our crime scenes are low. But they will try." Chris paused then said quietly. "The picture is gone." 
 
    "Thanks." I carried my press and cup back to the table. It still needed to brew for a few more minutes and I'd already doctored up my cup. They all glanced at me curiously but they sniffed the air appreciatively. I hid a smirk. The secret to so many people's hearts, caffeine.  
 
    "Niall, any leads?" 
 
    Niall snorted. "No. The rips faded by the time we got back there. The area was so trampled if there was anything, we missed it." 
 
    "How did no one see anything? I mean that was a lot of bodies," I asked checking the color of my coffee, another minute. 
 
    "Either the unsub, or someone working with them, was an air mage and created an illusion so that no one walked through. But still, they must have worked really fast because that was a relatively busy park. Someone might have stepped into it." 
 
    I shrugged. "Did you ask people what they saw?" 
 
    "We're still tracking down anyone there, the person who called it in was hysterical and has blanked out most of it." 
 
    "No cameras? Aren't there cameras there?" That sounded weird to me. Most of Atlanta had traffic cams and didn't all the crimes shows always have a camera pointed that way? 
 
    "Not in that area of the park. It's usually filmed but that day there wasn't anything going on." Niall had a sour sound to his voice, and I didn't blame him. 
 
    "So we have a mage able to kill quickly and easily, prevent people from seeing him or her, and has a ritual to rip the planes open?" I summarized as I poured. The coffee scent soothed me, and I suspected I'd be needing a lot of soothing. Glancing at the pile of paperwork I needed to go through, it was guaranteed. 
 
    "Basically," Alixant admitted. 
 
    "So with the next group being eighty-one people, it will be messy. How are you going to prevent it?" I was curious. I had no idea how to even find this person, much less stop them.  
 
    "Yeah, that was what I had figured," Chris said. "Eighty-one is the next logical number." 
 
    Alixant sighed and rubbed his face. For the first time I paid attention to the circles under his eyes and drawn face.  
 
    Hmm, maybe I should cut him a little slack.  
 
    "So based on the two sets murders we know were linked what do we know about the victims?" He asked, standing and staring at the wall but there wasn't anything there.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    The Son of Sam and the Zodiac Killer were both believed to have been practicing ritual magic on their kills, though of a type no one could or would identify. Experts from all over the world were brought in and they would never say what they thought it would do. The Son of Sam said he just liked to draw pretty pictures and enjoyed freaking out the police. The Zodiac Killer was never caught, so it is still unknown if his symbols were actual rituals or just another way to play with the police. ~ History of Magic 
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    Niall took that one. "All under forty, most were hedgemages, a couple magicians, all registered. Only a few of them had tattoos and only a few wore any markers, just jewelry or emblems. All were local and worked in the area. We are still trying to decipher how they were all drawn there. The Illusion the mage used was interesting. We got a glimpse from a few people who provided images they took at the park that day. There were saw horses around the water feature and a warning that the water was contaminated. No one asked and while they didn't see anyone, they didn't think anything of it." Niall paused and frowned at the report on his computer in front of him. 
 
    "What?" Alixant didn't snap it, but still made it clear he didn't want any delay. I had to learn his tricks. They were impressive. 
 
    "What I can't figure out is how the unsub got them all there. Yes it was lunch, but how do you get so many people to show up at one place? I mean the girl, and even the others, I can figure out how to lure three or nine people somewhere, but twenty-seven? That all meet his criteria?" 
 
    "I've started looking at their social media, but we are still getting id's and until I have them all, I can't lock in all the accounts." Chris chewed on his stylus while he talked, his eyes distant. "There has to be something that would get them there at once with different backgrounds." 
 
    "Flip it around," Siab said. "If you want to get a bunch of people in one place, willing to do something, how would you do it." 
 
    "Flash mob, contest, celebrity, give away, or meetup," I rattled off as I started going through and signing papers. The paper stressed not telling anyone about anything over and over, and I put those to the side. I wasn't about to give up my ability to talk to Jo. She was the only person who would keep me sane. The basic W-2s I filled out, though I still wanted to know what the salary was and the job description. So far, I had a big stack of not signed, and a small stack of signed. 
 
    There was silence in the room, and I looked up to find them all looking at me. "What? If I wanted to get that many people in one place, I'd do that. Granted, I think you'll find the real answer in their social media, but I'd bet on something like that." 
 
    Chris nodded. "Probably. Just time. Time we might not have. I can't get the bodies identified any faster, and we have no clues as to the person who did it." 
 
    Now interested, I looked at him. "I thought you were a Pattern mage. Can't you reconstruct the pattern?" 
 
    He growled and sighed at the same time. "Normally yes. I'd be able to get rough shapes to outline, get a few clues. But because he did the murders over running water, I run out of available offering before I can get a clear picture. I can get the knife marks, but the movement between victims was over the water and that requires too much to move back to where it was." 
 
    I shook my head. "I don't understand." 
 
    Alixant was frowning. "I understand, but I'd never really thought about it before. I wonder what else you could cover up with running water." 
 
    "A lot. Look," Chris spoke to me. "I'll show you." He grabbed a piece of paper and tore it into pieces and tossed it on the table. "this is simple and straight forward, but what I usually do with cases. I make an offering," a wisp of something rose from his head and I leaned in, staring. 
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    "My offering. This is simple, so only a few millimeters of hair are needed."  
 
    I stared at his crewcut and then the other two men, it registered they all had short hair, or shortish. Alixant's was at his shoulders, while Chris had a crewcut, and Niall had it only past his ears. Only Siab had long hair you normally associated with mages. "Why is all your hair short?" 
 
    Niall grimaced. "Fire mage. Last case. He fried our hair to make it harder for us to do magic and stop him." 
 
    "A serial arsonist, but even fire doesn't make things as hard to reconstruct as water," Chris said with a grin. I got the impression he kinda enjoyed explaining to me, and even Alixant looked interested. "Now watch." He waved a hand at the paper and an image of it falling into pieces reversed until the whole sheet stood there, readable, but immaterial. "Now I could take a picture or something. With water it moves constantly so every version of it is somewhere else the next second, same with air. So I struggle to get anything. Materials are easier to reconstruct." 
 
    I settled back, looking at the magic floating in the air. Being a mage sounded much more interesting now.  
 
    "All of this is fine. We know we still need to figure out who they were and why they were there. But the bigger question is how is, he going to get eighty-one people the same way, and what is the ultimate purpose?" 
 
    That didn't matter so much to me, but something else pinged me. "You know there is no way this can be a hedge or magician. To do this, they'd have to be high rank and maybe have a familiar to cut the costs. Right?" 
 
    Siab shook her head twisting a braid around and around. "Maybe yes, maybe no. If you knew exactly what to rupture in their brain, you could probably do it with less than 2-3 strands of hair." 
 
    "But what about the illusion?" I countered. 
 
    "Now that, I don't know," she trailed off. "We need to ask an Air mage how hard it would be. I've never explored illusions." 
 
    "No, Cori's right. The illusion would be at least a wizard or archmage. That would have taken a lot of work to pull off. Could we be looking at two mages?" Alixant's voice dropped a pall over the room. 
 
    "I still don't have all the bodies identified but I suddenly have a bad feeling that one of them is going to be a high rank Air mage." Chris said in a somber voice that caused spasms to run up my spine. Why in the world was I involved with this? I wanted to help people, not chase killers.  
 
    My gorge rose and I got up to put the French press away, my mind spinning.  
 
    "That adds a new twist if that is true. Why would a mage help with that? Blackmail? Threat? Can you lobotomize that carefully?" Alixant sound more intrigued than horrified. That bugged me too. Was becoming immune to human emotion part of this job? I could joke about wounds and horrible things, so how was this different? 
 
    I puzzled over it as I cleaned, needing to keep my hands active. I settled on the fact that I joked over things that were done, things I couldn't control and used it to hide my horror. They joked over what might happen. The same thing, just a different side. It made me ashamed and I resolved to be better. Just because he was an ass, didn't mean he was a monster.  
 
    I walked back over, they were going over the ME reports and I went back to paperwork. Even as I sorted forms and acknowledged health insurance, the idea of how to get that many people to do something, to do another ritual tugged at me. How would I pull that off? 
 
    A beep of my phone, barely audible made me blink and I pulled it out, already knowing it was Jo. *Hey, hope today isn't sucking too much. But wanted to ask, friend won four passes to DragonWorldCon. You wanna go?* 
 
    I looked at that and shrugged. *Sure, if I can.* 
 
    *Kay-kay.* 
 
    I sat there then opened the new computer, suddenly curious. It took me fifteen minutes to get it running. I had to type in all the passwords on the papers, validate my information and convince the computer that I had the rights to log in. Then connect to the wifi, and viola, I had internet. The lack of worry about it shorting out was nice, but then it wasn't my computer and that also relieved a bit of stress.  
 
    It took another minute to get the DragonWorldCon to come up but once I did, I blinked at how many people would be attending. Up to eighty-five thousand over a four-day weekend. It looked fun and there was so much to do. It might be would be a fun break, assuming I wasn't still stuck in this disaster. 
 
    I glanced up to see images flicking on the screen with Niall and Chris discussing something. Alixant was busy over in his cube and Siab was in hers. I could have moved to the one that had a piece of paper with my name scrawled across it, but it seemed unnecessary. Instead, I played over the weird sequence of events that got me here. Everything started with the first murder. 
 
    I jotted down what I knew. Four sets of murders. All in a one month time period. Out of curiosity, I checked the phases of the moon. I'd had a friend in high school who swore everything could be done by the phases of the moon but nothing obvious jumped out at me.  
 
    This is silly. I have no training; I know nothing. 
 
    I grumbled and kept digging through papers. The ads and images of all the stuff you could do at DragonWorldCon played on my screen as I read, and signed. Every so often the brightly colored images would catch my eye and I smiled. It really did look like fun. The science and skeptic tracks already had my attention.  
 
    After what felt like signing reams of paper, I finally hit the stuff that mattered, pay rates. I started reading the document, cringing at all the warning about this being a temporary status equivalent to a student intern and as such I was subject to hourly wage laws, legal bullshit, and more legal bullshit. Every paper I turned made me cringe, though the fact that if he made me work over forty hours a week, I would get double time and triple time on Sundays or holidays was kinda nice. By the time I hit the pay rate I was expecting minimum wage. My heart stopped when I saw the rate. I went back twice to make sure I read it correctly. 
 
    "I changed my mind. I'll work for you. You're still an ass, but I'll deal." My voice was loud enough to override the other conversations and they stopped, with Alixant sticking his head out to look at me.  
 
    He had a confused look on his face until he saw that I had was staring at the paperwork file. With a short laugh he got up and came over. "Saw the reimbursement rate, did you?" 
 
    "I'm not complaining, really, but you are paying me thirty-six dollars an hour. Why?" 
 
    "While you are working for the FBI under the waiver, you're basically treated like a contractor. So that cost is supposed to cover medical insurance, travel expenses, etc. Just government bureaucracy. Enjoy it. Your actual rate after you graduate will be higher but there will be a lot more coming out of it. Just make sure you fill out the time sheets." 
 
    I nodded fervently. That would be the next thing I did. "I wanted to ask about these." I tapped all the non-disclosure forms. "I need to talk to Jo about this stuff. If I don't, I'll go crazy because no one else will be able to talk to me." 
 
    "Let me see." He picked them up and rifled through them, then scribbled something on the bottom of the form. "Sign it here. This is a waiver for you to discuss stuff with Jo as long as you agree not to get into specific details with her, and she promises not to talk to others about it. She's a Transformation archmage in her first semester, right?" 
 
    "Yes. Though she doesn't know what she wants to do yet." 
 
    "Well, this will let you talk to her. Most of us have waivers for partners. She your girlfriend?" There was nothing in his tone that indicated he cared, just curious. 
 
    "No. Best friend since I was a kid." 
 
    "Just make sure she knows how serious this is. Anything else?" 
 
    I shook my head and handed him the papers. He wandered away and I wondered when I'd get my first check. I had a desire to go shopping, just to go shopping. The images kept cycling through, and I clicked on one. My blood went cold as the ramifications of what I read registered. 
 
    "I think I just figured out how the mage might do the next ritual," I said my throat dry with fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Once you emerge you become a slave. A slave to the government, a slave to what has infected you. Resist. Ignore your emergence. Never use your magic. Set yourself Free. ~Freedom from Magic Group 
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    "What are you talking about?" Alixant was up and over next to me before the words had faded away. The other two had stopped and Siab stuck her head out.  
 
    "How do I put it up on that big screen?" Alixant showed me and I flipped it up. That was neat.  
 
    "I think he'll do it at DragonWorldCon," my voice triumphant. All I got was blank stares from everyone. "Umm, none of you are local?" 
 
    They all shook their heads. "Technically we all live in Virginia now, but none of us grew up down here," Chris offered. 
 
    "My family all lives in Northern California, and I stay as far away as possible," Siab put in, sliding into the chair next to me. 
 
    "Oh." I leaned back and tried to figure out how to explain DragonWorldCon. I'd never gone, but Stinky had a few times and everyone knew about it, even if you weren't a huge geek. The convention took over downtown Atlanta once a year for the entire weekend. I'd never thought much about it, no time or money, but we were now close enough we could walk, and I could feel myself getting excited about the idea. At Ruby I'd already been warned all shifts doubled up that weekend, so I hadn't worried about it.  
 
    "Okay, this is a convention held downtown. The expected turn out is about eighty-five K over the Labor Day weekend. Entire streets are shut down. There are so many people moving around that some shops make their entire year off this weekend." 
 
    Whatever excitement they had faded. "That is just why he won't do it. Too many people." Niall said the words like I was a moron. 
 
    "Guys, you don't understand. This involves five hotels twenty-four hours a day. You can get private rooms. They have areas shut off for special events. They do everything. From concerts to shows, and people are eager to do it. How hard would it be to convince eighty-one people that they should participate in something special?" I put air quotes around the words. They fell silent looking at me. 
 
    "I've been to one convention a few years ago," Siab said, her voice thoughtful. "She's right. They had people lining up to do stuff, half the time with no idea what they were going to do." 
 
    Alixant groaned. "And if you are right? How the hell do we find it in that mess, with all those people?" 
 
    "Well, they have the schedule up, and most events or things should be on the list." 
 
    "Where is it?" The demand made me glare at him and he changed his voice a bit. "Can you show me?" 
 
    I pulled it up, and he showed me which printer to connect to. I started printing. The schedule itself was about twenty pages long. Niall grabbed it and made five copies, putting the original to the side. 
 
    "Okay everyone, grab highlighters and look at all the things you think it could be and highlight it. We’ll compare in an hour." Alixant nodded at Niall to hand out the copies and they all got to work. 
 
    So much for going, looks like I'll be working. 
 
    I shrugged to myself and started going through the papers. Looking up what the different events were kept sidetracking me and the more I looked, the more I figured I wanted to go next year. 
 
    "Times up. What do you have?" Alixant called out. 
 
    "Steve, there have to be at least twenty things that it could be. Concerts where they are offering free face painting, special early workshops on everything from writing to costuming, I've got costume contests, after hours programming, all night video marathons. Frankly, I can think of about twenty ways if I was interested to kill eighty-one people." Nial stared at his paper in frustration. 
 
    "Same," said Siab and Chris. Everyone turned to look at me and I shrugged. 
 
    "All that plus gaming, the dealers’ floor, heck people give you alcohol in squirt guns." Stinky had been very enthused with that experience. "There are private room parties that are open to everyone and some that are closed only to invitees. Some are scavenger hunts and quests that you pick up from random people. The possibilities are endless." 
 
    Alixant groaned, rubbing his temples. "Okay. Niall will you call and get us tickets, and I want rooms in one of the main hotels. I don't care what you have to promise. If this is twenty-four hours a day, we need to be instantly reachable. Chris, can you get her paperwork to HR. I want to make sure she gets paid. Not being paid means she can protest more." 
 
    It did? I'll have to remember that. And make sure every hour is recorded. 
 
    "Try for rooms on the lower floors, so you can use the stairs," I advised. Stinky had talked about having to climb twenty-three flights of stairs to hang out with a friend, carrying a case of beer because the elevators were all packed.  
 
    "Got it." Niall nodded and grabbed the paperwork and headed back to his cube. Chris followed him, his laptop in hand and the convention website up on it. 
 
    "What do you need me working on Steve?" Siab asked as she stood, stretching and causing braids to slither down her back like snakes. 
 
    "Please keep on your research about the purpose of the ritual. I've asked Cori here to read up on it and hopefully in a day or two you'll be able to bounce ideas off each other." Alixant said, standing and looking at the clock. "Cori, you're with me. I know it's almost lunch, but I want you to learn how to use a skill and look at the bodies in the morgue for me. Can you handle that?" His gaze was direct and I shrugged. 
 
    "As long as there aren't any crabs crawling on them, probably." 
 
    His lips tilted and I watched him, pretending I was someone else. He had striking looks and a nice body. Most women probably would flirt with him non-stop. As for me, I didn't trust him enough to even want to work with him. But he had made some headway on that so far. "I'll make sure they remove the crabs." 
 
    "That would be best. I've had enough coffee I'm pretty sure the vomit I could come up with would stain everything you're wearing permanently." I talked as I grabbed my coat and bag. I did, however, finish my coffee, rinse, and fill the mug with water and ice. I suspected I could use the water later. Gore didn't affect me, but long dead bodies were different. They smelled different, looked different, even felt different. Maybe that was my soul magic coming through, but the fresh dead were fine. Long dead I didn't like being around.  
 
    "So Alixant," I said after buckling myself into the car, "now that you own me. How exactly do you expect me to help you, when I don't know a damn thing, have limited offering amounts, and no idea how magic works?" I waved hands bitten to the quick, and hair that barely brushed my chin. 
 
    "You're still a Spirit Merlin, and stronger than any we've seen. Spirit is the rarest of the mage classes, at least per the OMO stats." 
 
    "They give you stats?" I blurted out the question, staring at him, then I wanted to beat my head. They were a government agency, even if our government didn't control them. They probably had stats for everything and secrets that no one would ever know.  
 
    "Yes. They have a website that charts registrations and strengths in every manner you could imagine, and updates darn near real time." He didn't seem annoyed by my question and I made a mental note to go look at the website later. "But you have Soul as one of your areas." 
 
    "Sure, as pale," I pointed out.  
 
    "Pale is relative. Again, this is stuff you'd learn in your magic classes but your skills are compared to your primary. You are strong in Relativity, which means even if your Soul magic is one percent less, it is considered pale." 
 
    I blinked considering that. "I thought Pale meant you could barely use that magic." 
 
    "No. That would apply to the one you are not rated in at all. You'll find with a large enough offering, you can use all branches but most mages don't bother. It usually isn't worth the offering. But your Pale areas, Soul and Psychic are almost as strong as your Relativity. That is why I need you. Soul is so rare that I haven't been able to find anyone higher than a six that I could get to come here." 
 
    "You mean strong arm," I accused. 
 
    "Yes. Strong arm, blackmail, bribe, even threaten. But most people don't get strong in soul, and when it is secondary it is usually very secondary. Those that do exist have jobs that won't let them go or in a few cases their health and age make them frail enough that I hadn't reached the point I was willing to take that risk with them."  
 
    The jerk didn't even look ashamed. I didn't know if I was impressed by his willingness to try and stop these murders? Or disgusted by how little he cared about personal freedom and choice? 
 
    I suspect it depends on if you're the victim whose death he's trying to solve, or the person he is inconveniencing. 
 
    That thought sobered me and I settled into the passenger seat more, not looking at him, but adding mapping where we were to the mental map I'd been building. "That didn't really answer my question." 
 
    He heaved a sigh. "I suck as a teacher and I was an arrogant know it all student, but I'll try. I want you to see if you can get any impressions from the victims. As I understand it, if you touch them and make an offering, there's a chance of fleeting impressions, a moment of time and emotion that have impressed on the spirit in the moments before death. It doesn't happen all the time. As you could see from the murder ball there was intense emotions on all sides. That is needed to get that level of impression but since they were about to die, I'm hoping something caught." 
 
    "What about ghosts? Can't mages see those?" 
 
    "In theory. But contrary to the books and the movies, ghosts take a lot of something to create and we don't know what that something is. There have been verified ghosts of old ladies who died peacefully in their bed remaining for years, and some of children who just never woke up. Then there are people who are brutally murdered who don't leave a trace. We still don't know why. James was researching into it, but if he ever published anything regarding it, I don't know about it." 
 
    "James?" I had no idea who he was talking about.  
 
    "James Wells. He was the spirit mage that sensed your emergence. Some merlins can feel others emerge and James was huge in the astral walking stuff. Apparently he was on the astral plane when you emerged but it knocked him out to the point he could only remember bits and sounds. He got your name and when, but since the majority of emergences are after puberty – well…" Alixant shrugged as he pulled into a parking lot. "Look, I'll guide you as best I can. I need you to try and we'll see what happens." 
 
    Nothing. A whole lot of nothing is going to happen. 
 
    Instead of voicing my opinion, I nodded and replied, "Okay," in a voice that hid my doubts. Maybe. We'd been to the morgue once while I worked at Ruby. It was a blocky red brick building that screamed government, but nothing so dark as death. It was almost too cheerful to be where they held dead bodies. It didn't take long to get down to where they stored the bodies. It was full. Having bodies on gurneys as you walked into the morgue made me feel like I was about to star in a zombie movie. It wasn't a pleasant feeling.  
 
    "Callister. I'm here. Need access. Which ones have you cleared?" Alixant called out as they cleared the hallway. 
 
    "Anything in the long-term storage room next door. Only have about ten of the bodies done so far." The person speaking approached and an older black man with a shock of white hair walked out. Dressed in jeans, a t-shirt and a lab coat, the circles under his dark brown eyes highlighted sharp intelligent eyes. "Why, what are you looking for?" He didn't introduce himself, and Alixant didn't bother.  
 
    Men, they are such a pain I swear. 
 
    "Got a Spirit merlin, want to see if she can get anything." Alixant nodded at me and I huffed. 
 
    "Hi. Cori Munroe. Nice to meet you," I interjected, looking at the man and pointedly ignoring Alixant. 
 
    His mouth twitched and he nodded at me. "Topher Callister. Go for it. My Spirit mage couldn't pull anything, but she's only a wizard and pale in Soul, so it can't hurt to try. If you can avoid touching more than their head, with gloves on mind you, you can do the ones in the hall. Don't disturb anything." He nodded once more at us then turned, heading back into the room with more bodies and equipment. 
 
    Alixant just reached over and grabbed two pairs of gloves handing one to me. "They've all be sanitized, but no reason to be sloppy. Never know what might need to be checked for after the fact." 
 
    I rolled my eyes and pulled them on. I knew the rules of dealing with bodies. Dead didn't mean safe. Blood could still transmit diseases. He headed into a room next to where Callister had gone. I followed and stepping into a body fridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    The ability to see what the dead see sounds much more exotic than it is. People don't notice as much as you think, compare eye witness statements sometimes. Even the dead is focused on other things and when you see through their eyes, what you get might not be as revealing as you think. ~ Magic Explained 
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     It was the only way to describe it. Rows of bodies on tables, all sheet draped with tags on toes. They all looked clean, cold, and too much like wax statues. I stood, seeing all the bodies as proof of our failure, my failure, to save them. 
 
    They were already dead. There was nothing I could do. I know this. 
 
    I did, but they still felt like reminders of my uselessness once again.  
 
    "You coming? We don't have all day," Alixant snapped. Force once I was glad of his arrogance. It snapped me out of the frozen state I'd been in and let me move over to the one he stood next to. Late twenties, male, probably Caucasian, was all I could tell and even that might have been wrong. Death leached the color from your skin and made people look disturbingly the same.  
 
    "So, what do I do?" 
 
    He started to snap, then took a breath and let it out. "As best I understand it, touch the body, the glove shouldn't interfere, if you concentrate, as it works through clothes. Reach out with any amount of offering in mind, two-three thousand molecules should be enough, as you are only looking for emotional imprints or impressions. Then, look to see what you sense on the body. Don't try to make it visible for me, you're not ready to try and do that yet." 
 
    "Two-three thousand molecules? What are you talking about?" I looked up at him, confused. He'd completely lost me at that.  
 
    "Oh yeah, you haven't had offering classes yet." He paused looking at me, but more like through me. "Assume a strand of hair or two. You shouldn't need more than that."  
 
    The memory of the man I swear I saw coming off the body on my first call sprang back into my mind. "Can Spirit mages see ghosts?" 
 
    "Maybe. It depends on the situation but if you are talking about seeing a spirit leave the body after death, often yes. If they are in an especially heightened or alert state, they often do it with the offering of almost nothing, as it is two forces as one. We know people have souls and they go somewhere after death. So maybe." 
 
    His non-answer helped, and I thought back to the man's expression. Surprise, confusion, but no pain. I could live with that. I still wasn't sure how to follow his instructions and wished I'd focused more on the Spirit magic book instead of Ritual. Oh well, I'd work on it tonight. 
 
    Dismissing him from my thoughts, I slowly reached out and not knowing what to do, I asked. 
 
    What do you remember? 
 
    It probably wasn't the right way to do it, as he was dead, but one of the things the book Alixant had given me stressed was that all magic was more intent on what you wanted than following a formula. The best way to explain it was that you needed to understand that if you mixed ammonia and bleach, you'd make chloride gas. With magic, your intent and your offering meant the difference equivalent between of creating a small cloud of weak, smelly gas, or enough to kill everyone in the room.  
 
    There was nothing there. I pulled off the glove and tried again.  
 
    A flash of the park, water, and a touch on my shoulder, then nothing. I turned but there was no one behind me, Alixant stood off to the side, watching me but nowhere near me. Unsure, I reached out again and asked. This time there was nothing, as if I'd drained whatever was there. 
 
    I stepped back and frowned. It was so similar to my impressions of the park: green grass, trees, and the sound of the burbling water. There wasn't anything in that impression that couldn't have been a fleeting memory, or an impression of my own.  
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "I don't know. Nothing probably, maybe?" I didn't want to say anything until I'd been able to make sure I wasn't 'seeing' things because I wanted this to work. I felt nothing, my scalp didn't itch, so I probably hadn't done anything. "Let me try someone else." 
 
    Alixant stepped back to the door, blocking it so anyone coming in would need to dislodge him. Nodding at him, I moved over to the next victim, female, middle aged, dark hair. I repeated my motions and asked the same question. 
 
    This time there was a glance at a phone, then a touch, turning, then nothing.  
 
    I pulled back with a jerk, fighting not to shudder.  
 
    That was weird. 
 
    Taking deep breaths here brought all sorts of scents that haunted you, and the disinfectant was the least of them. I tried four more times and all I got was vague impressions: the park, walking, fountains, a touch, then nothing. The memory, feeling, impression just ended.  
 
    "Well, I got something. Did the ME determine that the majority of the victims all had the same brain damage?" 
 
    "Yes. Experts say they would have been alive, possibly even still standing and made to walk via muscle memory. But their awareness, everything that gave them a sense of self was gone. The opinion is it is awfully exact and had to hit three different spots to sever just enough to not kill them instantly. They would have died even without the physical damage in the short term. The bleeds it caused in the brain would be lethal. I could get exactly what was done to each brain. Does it matter or help?" 
 
    "I don't think so. I got roughly the same thing from all of them. The park, a touch, then nothing. But always that touch they weren't expecting." 
 
    "Why do you say that?" 
 
    I had to think about it. "There was a sense of surprise, maybe even being started? It was always the shoulder or back of the arm, so they were turning to look and then it ended. That is the right word, it just cut off, like snipping a ribbon." 
 
    Alixant heaved a sigh and stood up straight. "Well, I'm sure magic theorists and research scientists would find this horribly interesting, but all it does it tell me they were lured there and then killed unaware. Merlin blast it. That means we have to get in on the next murder to even have a chance." He yanked open the door and strode down the hall. 
 
    "Callister we're gone. Let me know if you find anything." 
 
    "You and everyone else," the reply came back from the main room.  
 
    I hurried after Alixant, catching up at the elevators. "Now what?" 
 
    "Now we keep researching. You study rituals, and I'll trying to figure out what else we know and scour recordings of people entering the park. There has be something." 
 
    I had nothing to say, or even offer. We headed back, swinging by to pick up pizza from Fellini's on the way.  
 
    I got back, took my stuff to my new cubicle. D, and didn't that feel weird. I'd never thought I'd be in one of these. I sighed and sat down, trying to figure out what I should do besides be the pet Spirit mage and the next thing to useless. 
 
    "Got it!" Chris’s shout ripped me out of the rabbit hole I'd fallen in about ritual magic. I figured I'd read that here and focus on the Spirit Magic book at home. 
 
    "And what did you get?" Alixant's dry voice came from another cubicle. I couldn't decide if Alixant having the same amount of space as us meant anything. Somehow, I didn't doubt he had a real office somewhere but he didn't have one here.  
 
    "I found out why they were all there. I got enough clues form their social media feeds and three different victims had family that were willing to unlock their phones for us." Chris wasn't babbling, he was too reserved for that, but he talked fast and was obviously excited.  
 
    He had moved over to the table, laptop in hand and dropped it down as he sat. I cringed, expecting an explosion, but it didn't react at all.  
 
    Still feels weird to not have things blow up. Wonder how long getting over that will take. 
 
    Having nothing else to do, I followed them, feeling out of place and useless, which is what I had tried so hard not to be. Sitting at the table, I didn't look at anyone, just the image on the screen.  
 
    "They had all joined up with a local contest and there was a surprise lunch giveaway where they were guaranteed to be a winner. They were told to come to the fountains and look for the man in the top hat. He would administrate the giveaway." 
 
    Images of the emails and the prizes came up, stressing only a limited number had been selected. That they had to show up to collect their prizes. The list was pretty nice, from gift cards, to season tickets to the Fox Theater, to restaurant certificates.  
 
    "That might make me show up too," Siab admitted. "The email is well formatted, everything is spelled correctly, and the guaranteed winner phrase makes it seem like something a local radio show would do." 
 
    I frowned, looking at it, but I didn't say anything. Alixant did. "Two things. Can we back track who sent the emails and figure out how many were sent? It doesn't make sense to only send twenty-seven. Someone might not have shown up or gotten waylaid. It's too complicated. And how did he know they would be near the park at lunch? This is way too complicated to be that narrow." 
 
    "I'm working on that. I can't figure out if he tracked them or if there was something else to get them to come. That is too specific. What if they were late or couldn't get away from work? Nothing has shown up yet." 
 
    Niall muttered, poking at stuff. "I'm still trying to figure out how he knew they were mages. None of them seemed to talk about it on their social groups and they didn't belong to many hedge groups. If he's super tech savvy, we might have issues. Can we get geek from the IT Crimes group to take a look at it?" 
 
    "Aren't you over thinking this?" I asked looking at them. Did working for the FBI make you paranoid and see Moriarty level complicated schemes everywhere? If so, they really made it much harder than it had to be. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Alixant demanded and they all looked at me again which was the last thing I wanted. At this rate I would be looking forward to school, just to get rid of them always giving me looks that were mixes between skepticism and annoyance.  
 
    "He probably sent it to a hundred people. He only needed twenty-seven to show up. They'd all be checking their phones and he just needed to touch them. If his spell worked the way you think, then they would just stand there until he got the illusion up." I shrugged and didn't say anything more. That part was obvious.  
 
    "But how did he target mages?" Alixant challenged. 
 
    "He'd have to have access to the database," Siab said her eyes going wide. "Any chance he hacked the OMO? Can you get records from them of any recent break ins?" 
 
    "The OMO doesn't share. Anything," the words were all but growled from his mouth. 
 
    "But you're the FBI," I said, a bit confused. Couldn't the FBI do anything or at least get anything they needed? 
 
    "The OMO is an independent, international entity that owes fealty to no one. They don't have to share any information with anyone, and they are draconian about protecting their info. They don't give anything away. If there was a hack, they wouldn't tell anyone but I wouldn't expect the hacker to have lived long afterward," Alixant muttered getting up and pacing. 
 
    "I can ask. They do have a chat center but they have always been polite but non-helpful," Niall offered looking dubious. 
 
    "Wow, you guys don't look at anything simply, do you?" I know my voice had exasperation in it, but really. 
 
    "What does that mean?" Niall looked ready to lunge across the desk and strangle me and his voice had nothing but contempt in it. 
 
    "That the OMO gives out tons of information without any issue," I spat back.  
 
    Niall sneered. " Like what?" 
 
    I sighed and walked back, grabbing my computer. Slowly I copied what Alixant had showed me and threw my screen up on the wall. I pulled out my badge. I'd put all my ID on the back of it and I pulled up the OMO website for official use. Then I typed in my id, carefully. It showed me logged in, I then typed in Niall's name. All his information popped up. His driver’s license, age, ranking, mages skills, and current draft status. 
 
    My bitch side slide out and I smiled at him, a bit smug. "Anyone with official credentials can get access: police, doctors, first responders, schools. Finding out you are a mage with any official access isn't hard. Granted, he might have had to type in a bunch of names, but you can't tell me you couldn't get an automated script to do that or something." I peered back at the screen and saw Options at the top. I clicked it and one of the links invited you to upload a spreadsheet. "Or you could just upload it." 
 
    Niall sagged back, Siab smirked, and Alixant just looked at me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    Don't regard the draft as something evil or even a price you must pay, look at it the same way many people regard the military. Training, a guaranteed job, and if you take the time you can walk out with a career that will provide for the rest of your life. OMO Ad 
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    The only thing we verified over the next two days was the identification of all the victims and that they were all hedges. All my reading of ritual still went back to the fact that it meant what the caster wanted it to mean. While there were certain forms and customs, they only had power because people believed they did. That set off a vague idea in the back of my brain but I couldn't figure it out.  
 
    Late Thursday afternoon Alixant sighed and handed out badges. "We contacted the con. Here are your badges. Go. Keep your phones on you and make sure that you keep your eyes open. You all have ideas of where the killer might strike. Go and investigate; call out if you see anything at all. The police know you are there, grab them if you need them, and keep your federal ID on you." He paused, then his eyes latched on me. "Cori, come here." 
 
    Everyone had drifted away, chattering about the con so I went over to him. "I don't have time to get you a phone and frankly, for this, keeping your personal is better. Here is everyone's contact information. Get it in your phone and use it. Also, download this secure app." He showed me the one he wanted. "I'll set up a chat group with everyone. I expect you to stay in constant contact - say where you are going, and what is going on." 
 
    "Not an issue but I don't have any idea what I'll be looking for." I wanted to scream, but nothing would change. I'd read the draft waiver that tied me to him until "my services were no longer critical to resolving this crime". 
 
    "None of us do. But from your marks, you had good instincts when working with the police and we don't know how, or if, they will attack here. But, no one can come up with a better idea and since we don't have enough proof to get more help, all we can do is try." 
 
    I looked at him and really looked. Mostly I avoided him and never really looked at him, but now I did. His eyes were red and slightly swollen, his circles made him look like he was wearing goth makeup, and even his tie and shirt weren't as pristine as they usually were. He looked like the weight of the world rested on his head.  
 
    "I'll see, but don't count on me to make any difference. I don't know what I'm doing ninety percent of the time." 
 
    He gave me a tired smile that made him look more approachable than I'd seen. "I'll let you in on a secret: Most of us never know what we are doing. We just keep trying and hoping something will work. That's the key to this job, and most jobs, so don't quit trying. And getting the right people." He nodded. "Go enjoy tonight, tomorrow just show up at the con and go where you think it feels right. Right now, leave the logical stuff to us. You lean on your instincts." 
 
    "Will do."  
 
    So much for having fun during the con if I was constantly double guessing myself and trying to figure out where I should go. Oh, well, just going would be neat. Maybe next year we could plan on going again if we enjoyed it. I slipped out of the office before anyone could say anything more. I spent the bus ride carefully entering all the data. It was a lot. I got home at almost the same time as Jo. "Hey. So, I get to go to the con, but I gotta work." I held up my badge. "But do you want to go get yours? You can at least enjoy your long weekend before back to school Tuesday?" It was Memorial Day weekend, so Jo had Monday off. 
 
    "By Merlin, yes. I need away from this crap. My head is going to explode, or I'm going to fail," her voice had a bitter tinge to it that surprised me.  
 
    "Jo? What's wrong?" I touched her shoulder, but she pulled away shaking her head. Her dark hair looked uneven near the bottom where there were a few chunks missing.  
 
    "Nothing. Just school stress. Only a month in and I feel like I'm drowning in homework. Yeah, let's go get badges and have a fun weekend. Maybe party a little, drink a little, forget that I have all this school shit on top of me." 
 
    That sounded more like Jo, but it was still a bit off. "Well you get to do that. Me, I'll be working and looking for a killer." 
 
    She paused in the midst of dropping her stuff. "Do I need to be worried?" 
 
    "Yes, no? He or she hasn't gone after any high-ranking mages, but I'd be careful and make sure you don't get isolated. Wander a lot. He's going to want people in a contained area." 
 
    "How serious is this?" Her brows knitted together in a frown, watching me. 
 
    We had bounced around the idea of shutting down the con but with no proof, and only an idea that it was the killer’s target, there was no way we could stop it. Not to mention the financial impact that would have everyone involved. There were enough people that we might not even know it happened until hours afterward. 
 
    "A strong hunch? I mean, there will be a lot of people there. It would be an excellent hunting ground, but the odds of him picking anyone one person, if he is there? Well, one in eighty-five thousand." 
 
    Jo snorted. "I'll take my chances." She glanced down at her tank top and shorts. "Screw it, I'm ready." 
 
    "You look fine," I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
    "Ah, I need to look sexy and drool worthy but that is too much work right now."  
 
    I dropped off my stuff. My badge hung on a lanyard around my neck and we started walking. The city wrapped hot and stifling around us but I enjoyed being outside. Sitting in the office the last few days made me ache to be outside and moving. 
 
    "So we haven't talked much lately. How you handling the whole mage thing?" She gestured at my head. 
 
    "It sucks. Everyone looks at me funny and people keep thinking I know how to do things. I don't have the slightest idea and it still doesn't make sense. If I could, I'd just go back to being an EMT." 
 
    "Oh, I feel that. I'd love to be back in the shop under a truck right now," the unmistakable desire in her voice made me shoot her a narrowed eyed look. 
 
    "What aren't you telling me?" We were at a crosswalk near the Hilton, and the people walking by snagged my attention. Thursday afternoon and already people were in costume. 
 
    "Nothing. Sorry. I’m just overwhelmed. It's harder getting into the school flow after being out for a few years. I miss working and knowing I'm earning a paycheck. This stipend stuff is annoying, and I've never been a fan of writing papers." 
 
    I laughed a bit. "Which is why I usually did half the writing for you. Your spelling is atrocious." 
 
    "Yeah. That," she muttered, then straightened up. "Enough. There is a con full of cute women, maybe I'll find someone and we'll hit it off." 
 
    "There's a robot track." 
 
    She half stumbled, turning back to look at me. "A robot track?" 
 
    "Yep, they build them and compete to see which robot can destroy all the others. Robot Wars, I think." 
 
    "Oh, now that sounds fascinating. What are we waiting for? There are robots to build and destroy!" Her pace picked up and we followed the stream of people to the Sheraton. It didn't take too long to get the badge, and both of us were more interested in watching the people around us than worrying about the line.  
 
    For me, people glanced at my clothes and didn't seem to care about what marked my temples. I saw people with mage symbols on their clothes, a few merlins, some wearing symbols only as jewelry, and some from other countries from the languages they spoke. For the first time since they branded me, I felt like me, not something to fear.  
 
    "I think I should get a costume," I blurted out, looking at some of the pretty clothes. I didn't want to wear anything that was barely there, like a few of them, but some outfits looked amazing. 
 
    "Oh, you can find a bunch of the more mainstream stuff when the dealer halls open tomorrow. Or if you want to learn to make it yourself find the costuming track. It's a blast." A person walking past us said, winking at both of us and continuing on, her tail swaying back and forth as she moved on. 
 
    There was a long pause and Jo swallowed hard enough I heard her over the ambient noise. "I suddenly need to own a tail." Her eyes glued to the ass of the woman turning the corner ahead of us, tail twitching. 
 
    I started to giggle. I couldn't help it. "Never change, Jo. I hope you find what you are looking for." 
 
    She turned and shot me a look. "I promise you, anyone I fall head over heels for, only makes it if she loves you as much as I do. As far as I'm concerned you are part of my life, always. Ooh, we can be a triad, and you can be the sarcastic, sane one." 
 
    That just made me giggle more and I wrapped my arm around her waist leaning my head for a moment against her shoulder. "I love you." 
 
    "I know." She said at the same time five other people around us said it. It look a long minute to click and then we began to laugh, tears streaming down our faces. It took us a while to get it back under control, and the looks we received were half wary glances and half winks and grins. I started to see why this con was so popular. It set the mode for the rest of that night. We were amazed at how much of the con had already kicked off. Jo flirted, and laughed, and was happier than I'd seen her in ages. Nothing made me look twice, though I noted a few pop-up things that might have potential over the weekend. But for that night, I ignored everything and just enjoyed having a great evening with my best friend. We drank too much, found out more about things I'd never heard of and that I now wanted to learn about. We were exposed to a world that didn't just weigh your magical ranking or your sexual interests. When we stumbled home at three A.M., I didn't think I had ever had a better day. And tomorrow was only Friday.  
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    While the original draft did not require college, after about two decades of service, someone in the Department of Defense noted that those with hard science degrees prior to being drafted tended to survive their draft assignment, while those fresh from high school or blue collar jobs, did not. Further research showed that understanding exactly what you were trying to do, rather than waving your hand and saying 'magic words', reduced the death rate among mages. ~ History of Magic 
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    I stood looking at the people collapsed around me. The screaming rebounded off the walls and made it hard to think. My gaze snared on the man lying at my feet and I snapped into triage mode. I'd made sure I kept a mini first-aid kit with me, and I ripped it out with one hand, the other grabbed my phone as I slammed to my knees next to him.  
 
    "Call Alixant!" I had to scream over the sounds, but the phone caught my demand and dialed. I pulled out the gloves from the kit, snapping them on and assessing the victim. 
 
    Late twenties, breathing, marks on face seared in. Looks like an activated chemical burn. 
 
    I patted him down, looking for any other injuries, and saw motion on my phone. The video call had activated, and I didn't waste time figuring out how, instead I looked at it occasionally as I spoke. Well screamed. "Alixant, victims, Centennial Ballroom, I and II. No order to where they fell this time." Again I was all but shouting as people panicked around me, but I ignored them. If you were with it enough to run around and scream, you weren't my concern. 
 
    We'd been in the room for a panel, a sci-fi show I enjoyed. I snuck in at the end, wanting to sit for a few minutes because my feet hurt. Saturday had been exhausting, full of people so tight that breathing felt difficult. Friday had been busy, but Saturday the con slammed into you like a physical thing. The crowds of people, the costumes, the sounds, the smells, the atmosphere, they all combined to strike me as hard as a blow. Yet it was addictive and heady and part of me never wanted it to end. 
 
    Even though I longed to explore on my own, and only care about my own desires as I drifted from panel to panel, exhibit to dealer room, parade to auctions, I paid attention and looked for something, but nothing had struck me as odd or weird. Or more accurately, everything had struck me as odd and fascinating. 
 
    But here, something had flashed across my awareness and people had collapsed like dropped cooked spaghetti. I didn't know what it had been and I didn't have time to track it down. People were dying. 
 
    "On our way, do you see anything?" 
 
    "No! Focusing on the victims. So many. But can't count." My voice was fading having to shout, but the noise started to lessen, and I could feel my skin crawling as something changed.  
 
    "Cori, find the mage. That's more important now. Are there rips? You have to look, see what is around." Someone rushed by me and kicked the phone, it spun away, and I didn't care. This man was in a comatose state, breathing, and the only wound I could see was the blood and ichor seeping from the raw wounds on his face. I didn't know enough to even attempt to use my magic to do anything. Another lay a few feet from me, a female with a man holding her hand and freaking out. I crawled over to them. My body almost vibrating with pain as I felt something but her choking grabbed my attention first. 
 
    A bottle of water lay on the floor and I grabbed it, tentatively pouring a little water on the green substance still on her face. It washed away a bit and she wiggled, her body shaking.  
 
    It's gotta be an activated paralytic agent. And what else? 
 
    "Did she have something on her face? Something that might be blocking this?" 
 
    The young man, his hand wrapped around her so tightly I wondered if she'd have broken bones if she lived, nodded. "Heavy sealed base paint. She has bad acne and uses stuff that takes a special face wash to remove." 
 
    That might have saved her life. 
 
    I handed him a pair of gloves and the water. "Get it off of her as quickly as you can, but don't get any on yourself." I checked her pulse, but other than her obvious distress and pain, I couldn't see any other injuries.  
 
    What else is in that stuff? Can you activate magic like that? What is going on? 
 
    My skin writhed with phantom sensations and I turned, looking to see what was driving me crazy. With the bright lights flashing red and yellow, the TV showing cartoons in huge screens up near the stage, and the people still milling around, though more and more were streaming in, I couldn't see anything. I shook my head, swallowing to try and chase away the sensation of sharp spider legs crawling up and down my legs and arms. Part of me even thought I could feel the pin pricks of blood seeping from where they landed.  
 
    You're imaging this. Focus. People need you. 
 
    I crawled to the next person who was older, at least Marisol's age, with similar marks, on the right side, just as if they were tattoos. But where a real tattoo rarely got bigger than a half-dollar coin around the temple, this covered their entire cheek, at least double the normal size. It was no secret they were the three mage symbols, though some were strong in multiple branches, and others empty. What confused me at first glance were the different colors, but as I moved from victim to victim, finding all of them mostly comatose and bleeding, it clicked. Red for chaos, blue for spirit, yellow for order. 
 
    Primary colors. Does that mean anything? 
 
    A person lying on the floor twitched and caught my attention and I headed that way. Before I reached them, I was yanked to my feet in one fast movement by a hand on my arm. I spun with the movement, ready to attack. My fist froze before it got very far as I looked into Alixant's furious face.  
 
    "What the hell are you doing?"  
 
    I looked at him, astonished. "What does it look like I'm doing? I'm dealing with the victims. Trying to figure out what happened and how we can stop it. I've already found one person who might survive." I yanked my arm away. "Now let me go. I need to get to them." I turned, intent on getting to the person I saw twitching. Maybe their marks were different. If we could find someone else where it didn't work, or maybe rubbed off.  
 
    Before I had gotten more than a step away, my arm got yanked back and I spun, almost falling.  
 
    "We don't have time for you to waste. They are either dead or they aren't. Either way, they aren't your problem and you can't do anything." 
 
    Shock flashed through me as the screams of pain, fear, worry surround us like hell had reached in and found the sounds that drove me. The sounds I had made the day Stevie died.  
 
    "Yes, I can. I can help these people," I started to say more, but he cut me off. 
 
    "It doesn't matter. What matters is stopping this idiot, these people are dead and don't matter." His voice was harsh and angry over the sounds and I felt, more than saw people look at him, their eyes wide.  
 
    The crawling feet feelings, the eyes on my back (both real and imagined), the sounds that pulled at my heart and soul, and the need to not have more people die on me, more people I couldn't help, all twisted together into a knife made just to hurt me. It sliced in like an arrow to my heart, my soul, my magic and something broke. 
 
    It slashed out of me and the world stopped. In perfect clarity I could see every person's shocked eyes, their mouths frozen open. I could feel the three rips between the planes, now so crystal clear, gaping like holes in my mind, the source of the unease. Power I didn't have, or didn't know I had, slammed into them and they sealed even as they spit something out. Time kicked back into gear and people screamed, diving to the floor as every electronic gadget in the place exploded in a shower of sparks.  
 
    A warm, wet ball of fur slammed into me and clung, sharp points digging into my skin. The impact was enough it knocked me back, laying on the ground, with something attached to my chest and I could feel blood welling up at the points where the creature had sunk its legs or claws into me. I didn't want to look. I knew it was about to eat me like every alien monster movie ever.  
 
    This is not how I thought I'd die. 
 
    The frantic thought did nothing to stem my tie of fear as I waited to die. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    When nothing happened and holding my breath became problematic, I opened my eyes. The ceiling of the hall resolved into a dark gaping maw. I blinked a few times, trying to figure out why it was so dark. 
 
    Oh yeah, all the electronics blew. 
 
    "What in the magical fuck was that?" Alixant's voice came from my right and I slowly turned my head to see him crawling to his feet, looking rumpled and out of sorts. All around him people were picking themselves up or crawling over to the prone victims.  
 
    I watched him, still trying to figure out why I hadn't died. Shock? Maybe I was paralyzed by the creature’s venom. Either way Alixant was not the last person I wanted to see before I died. It should have been Jo. 
 
    He shook himself and still looked shocky. Weaving a little he staggered over to me and stared down at me. At least I thought he was staring. I couldn't see his face, it was too dark, but doors were being thrown open letting more light in along with the sounds of panicky people coming in.  
 
    I felt the creature on my chest twitch and the points of pain went deeper as it began to rumble.  
 
    "Oh merlins, it's going to eat me," I whimpered, not realizing it had been out loud until I heard my own voice. I wanted to twitch to shake it off, but I felt like I'd been paralyzed and that any movement would cause it to attack. My own fear combined to make it impossible to do more than hold still. 
 
    "Munroe?" Alixan'ts voice had gone strangely flat.  
 
    I couldn't answer I just looked at him, almost ready to beg him to save me.  
 
    "What is on your chest?"  
 
    I blinked. Why wasn't he trying to save me? Or at the least kill it. I knew he was a jerk, but I hadn't thought he'd leave me just die without trying to do anything. A huge light panned over his face and the expression caught me. Not fear, not horror, but amused curiosity. I had to blink twice, wanting to study his face again, but the light had left, leaving me wondering if I'd really seen that. 
 
    I swear if I die right here, I'll figure out how to come back and haunt him until he loses all his hair. 
 
    Giving in to the inevitable, I slowly lifted my head and peered down to what sat on my chest.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    We still don't know, even after decades of studying the planar rips at Area 51 exactly why the form. There are many theories, but nothing that has stood up to any hypothesis testing. The area 51 rips are stable and have only vanished once that we know of. But other rips can last seconds or years and always they open a gate to another realm with creatures that are no human and do not think or act like humans. Rips should be treated with the greatest caution. ~ Magic Explained. 
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    Bright green eyes that all but glowed in the dim light, surrounded by red fur met my gaze. ~Mine!~ rang in my head in a voice that called forth nothing human, but screamed male and possessiveness. It held a timbre, a growl, that reminded me of a tiger’s chuffing, and it felt more alien that I could express. Yet it felt right.  
 
    "Huh?" I levered up a bit more, looking at the creature on my chest. More lights were brought in, flashlights, spotlights, and all the doors were wide open now as well as the doors between the sections. The light revealed what looked for all the world like a kitten. Ears twitched back and forth even as claws sank deeper into me. From the force it had hit me with, I'd thought a monster sat on my chest but now I realized the weight on my chest was negligible. It was two pounds, maybe three at the most. 
 
    Proof that imagination is way worse that reality. 
 
    "I would say congratulations are in order but right now I need your ass up and moving. Once we figure this out, I'll follow up with what the hell that was." He fumbled for his phone, pulling out a dead lump of plastic. "Merlin's balls." He threw the useless piece of technology to the floor. I saw it as it bounced and suspected it was worse than what Jo had done to mine when she emerged. 
 
    Emerged? 
 
    I shied away from that thought. I didn't have time to deal with it but I sat up slowly pulling the kitten into my arms. At least I was pretty sure it was a kitten. I didn't have the time to look. I pulled it into the crook of my arm where it purred loudly enough that I had trouble hearing anything else--at least until Alixant started shouting.  
 
    "Niall, Chris, Siab, where in the four planes of magic are you?" The shout had me cringing back, and the kitten uttered a little growl that was so cute I felt part of my heart melt.  
 
    "Steven, I'm here. They're coming. What in the world?" Niall's voice grew softer as he approached us and looked around.  
 
    "What I think happened can wait until we have time to talk. The perp was here. Spread out and look for him, her, it, whatever!" His frustration leaked through and he ran hands through his hair.  
 
    "Gladly, but I have no idea what or who I'm looking for and right now anyone would be lost in the crowd of people rushing out of here, not to mention all the people rushing in." Niall waved his hand at the doors and sure enough more staff, first responders, and even just curious people or con goers that thought they could help were coming in. It was more chaotic than it had been before anyone collapsed. 
 
    "Merlin’s fuzzy dick," he muttered, and I stared at him. That had to be wrong. Who cursed like that? 
 
    "Okay, fine. We'll have to glean what we can from the people. Your phone working?" He snapped out.  
 
    "Yes," Niall pulled it from his coat as Chris and Siab came running up.  
 
    "Good, most of the victims have their names on their badges, start recording. Siab, you too. Chris, see if you can reconstruct what the hell happened in here. I suspect I know." He turned to give me a meaningful look and an almost envious look at the creature in my arms. "If you can go back far enough to see what made people collapse, do it. Offer as much as you can." He nodded at Chris's rather short hair. 
 
    The story Bruce had told us back in college flashed through my mind and I had to fight to prevent a chuckle. No one would understand. 
 
    "Will do," Chris said and backed away to the wall, to do what Pattern archies did to recreate the past. 
 
    I started to ask a question but heard a whimper and spun, moving to another person on the floor, ignoring anything Alixant might have said. On my knees, I put the kitten between my legs and glanced down at it. "Stay. I need to work."  
 
    I don't know what I expected, but I glanced at the people around us and the tiny creature backed up into the vee of my thighs curled up once again in a tight ball. Part of me was amazed by that, but the rest of me focused on the victim. This person was older, male, with the paint mixed into the beard. I paused to looked closer. The gloves were still on my fingers and I touched the red on his cheek, then brought it up to my nose. 
 
    What in the world? 
 
    "Alixant!" I barked out the word, no doubt he'd be over in a minute. I was right.  
 
    "What did you find?" He crouched beside me in less than a minute, looking and sounding interested, whereas before he'd wanted to leave these people to die. 
 
    I lifted my finger. "When I was looking at the victims originally, this was a paint that had turned caustic, searing into them and it was oozing blood and ichor. From the reaction of one person I surmised it was a catalyst agent triggered and worked through direct skin contact. But this?" I held the red substance up. "This is ketchup." 
 
    "It's what?" He grabbed my finger and sniffed, looking at me with a frown pulling his brows tight together. "It is. What by the merlins?" 
 
    "Wait a moment, watch the cat." I ordered as I half crawled, half walked on my hands and feet over to the first victim, the one with yellow on his face. I swiped and sniffed. "And this is mustard. This was the first person I saw. They had either red, yellow, or blue painted on their faces."  
 
    He turned and lunged over to someone lying on the ground with blue on their face, or at least it looked blue in the lights that streamed in. Touching it carefully he brought it up to his nose then snorted out a laugh that had no humor in it. "This one is honey." 
 
    "Well leave it on. The honey at least is good for the wound." I looked around and to my astonishment and relief people were moving, even the person at my feet. 
 
    "I swear they all had some type of caustic chemical when I looked at them," I felt like I had to protest that I hadn't made such a stupid mistake. No one could have mixed up ketchup or mustard with the red and yellow substances that had been on their faces. 
 
    "I believe you. I suspect the power wave transformed them into something else, something less toxic." He turned, watching a few people sitting up, wiping off the stuff. "Interesting, he didn't kill them this time. Does that mean he didn't need to kill them?" For a minute I thought he was going to ask me something then, he spun and barked out, "Siab, Niall, Chris, get over here." 
 
    How does that man achieve such volume? 
 
    The idle thought made me smirk as I moved over and picked up the ball of fur that hadn't moved. I still wasn't sure about all of this but for right now, I felt better if it was in my arms. That knowledge made me even more uncomfortable, but I pushed it away.  
 
    The three agents headed over and looked at him. "Chris, what did you see?" 
 
    "Nothing specific. A wave transformed something in the paint to something else. I can sense the wave happening, but other than it being Transform magic, there isn't much else. The person who cast it was at the far side of the room but with so many people moving around, even that is lost. He, and yes, it is a man, hid in the curtains, preventing me from seeing anything, then Cori." Chris turned to look at me, but in the shifting lights I couldn't tell what expression he had. "She pushed something out from her, and everything changed. If you notice her hair is a good two inches shorter across the bottom. The rips snapped closed and the man bolted out the back." He rubbed a hand over his hair, and I noted that there were a few spots where I could see his scalp. "At this point there is too much movement for me to reconstruct without giving blood or more." 
 
    "About what I thought, but definitely male?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Fine. Chris, Niall - I want full interviews of every victim you can get to talk to you. You know the basics, but ask them about the marks on their faces, why they got them and from whom. See if they are all mages. Ask why they got the marking they did. Collect contact information and then get those wounds treated." 
 
    The two men nodded. "On it, boss." 
 
    "What about me?" Siab looked at him and she looked a bit annoyed. Dressed in clothes so tight I knew every curve and roll of fat she had, not that she had many. Her braids created a waterfall effect down her back. I envied the look, wishing my hair could be braided like that. She had a notebook out with a messenger bag across her body. 
 
    "I want you to get out of the con, at least out of his hotel. You've got sample bottles, right?" She nodded at him but I detected a hint of annoyance in her expression. They'd only gone over her having a collection kit with her three times on Thursday. "Okay, get to the other hotels and look for anyone with this facial paint. There have to be a few that aren't here. Get samples and find out everything you can about where they got it. See why they weren't here and if they had been planning to. Mage rank is important. I want to figure out how they were identified." 
 
    Her eyes narrowed but she nodded and spun and headed out of the halls. It was rapidly getting crowded in here with more and more first responders but all I could do was feel an ache. That should be me helping, getting ready to get people to the hospital. The man we had been standing near was in a sitting position, a friend talking to him. Blood trickled down his cheek, but if they had any good nurses or even a doctor with magic, they should be able to prevent it from scaring.  
 
    Alixant rotated his body, staring at everything, his eyes scanning, then he stopped and stared at me. The look made me take a step back and I found myself curving my body to protect the small creature in my arms.  
 
    "And you," he said, his tone flat but scary at the same time. 
 
    "What about me?" I forced myself not to back up. The fact that he intimidated me made me angry. I could feel magic swirling in me, getting ready to lash out. I swallowed and forced it down. Right now having Murphy's Cloak go on a rampage could be catastrophic. 
 
    "You are coming with me." He announced it the way I'd have said 'Here's your coffee'. It looked like for a minute he would grab me and drag me out by my arm, but something convinced him not too. Maybe it was my cold stare—I was tired of being manhandled. Or maybe it was the low soft growl from the fuzzy creature I held. Either way he waved at the open doors and we started walking.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    No one knows where familiars come from. No probes ever sent into the rips have sent back any data and the familiars themselves seem to have a certain level of magic that prevents anything more than basic medical examination. While they are at least as intelligent, as a teenager, they will almost never answer questions about their origin, at least not that anyone has ever shared. ~ Magic Explained 
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    It took us ten minutes to make it out of the hotel and the sound level dropped so fast I almost felt like a weight had been lifted off me. The bright sun seared my eyes after the darkness of the hotel. More lights had gone out than I expected.  
 
    "This way," he said, striding down to the corner and flagging down a taxi. I raced to keep up with him, fighting a sudden dizziness. I had to blink to stop from seeing double. All I wanted was a cool place to sit, food, and something cold to drink. 
 
    Before I could express this, or even figure out what was going, he pulled me into a taxi. I didn't hear what he said, but a soft, "mrow," pulled my attention down to my arms. For the first time I really looked at the creature in my arms. It had been too dark and too hectic to do more than hold it in the hotel. 
 
    Pulling it forward, I sat it on my lap and stared at it. About the size of a guinea pig, it resembled a cat. Two ears were covered with the same red fur flicked back and forth at the noise around us. The claws sank deeper into my thigh as the taxi pulled out, but it didn't leap away or look panicked. Instead, his eyes locked with mine. Bright green eyes with slitted pupils stared back at me. I carefully picked up one of his front paws and frowned at the long paws and thumb instead of the short stubby paws with claws I expected. I squeezed gently and the claw I expected extended - long, sharp, and more than capable of reaching deep into flesh. 
 
    "Well, thank you very much for not sinking those in too far," I said, still looking at the creature.  
 
    "What?" I sensed Alixant change his focus to me, and I showed him the odd paws. They were more like small hands that curled up into paws and looked normal as soon as I released them, though they looked huge compared to his tiny body. "Huh. I might almost feel sorry for you if it can use them." 
 
    I was busy stroking down his body, eliciting a purr as the silky fur went all the way down to a tail as long as he was, and oddly flexible. I hadn't spent much time with cats, or any pets really, but I didn't think their tails could wrap all the way your finger twice. He was also obviously a he. 
 
    The fur was thick and soft, reminding me more of the chinchilla I'd petted in the pet store a few times. The rumble of a purr vibrated down through his little body flowing into my legs like I held a small engine. 
 
    "Feel sorry?" I managed to drag my eyes away from the cat, because even if the hands and tail weren't exactly cat like, everything else, including the sharp-pointed teeth he exposed when he yawned, were. 
 
    "Well, those look like opposable thumbs, and every familiar I've ever met is mischievous and smart. That tail looks prehensile. So, all in all, I think I might have to just start feeling sympathy for you." 
 
    I frowned confused then looked back at Alixant. "What am I supposed to do with him? Do I turn him over to someone? I mean, they wouldn't hurt him or something?" Already I felt oddly attached to the little creature, but they'd never let me keep him. 
 
    "What?" To my surprise he started to laugh. It started out low a chuckle, but then got louder and deeper. The taxi stopped and he shoved money at the driver, still laughing. He got out of the car and I followed, holding the tiny cat as he leaned up against the wall, laughing so hard that tears were running down his face. 
 
    I looked at him, petting the cat to purrs of approval while I wondered who I should call.  
 
    Maybe he's having a mental breakdown? 
 
    I just stood there, feeling awkward and out of sorts, once again lost with everything that happened. After another minute he slowed down the laughs and straightened, wiping at his face, though another spurt would start as he looked at me. 
 
    "I don't understand. What is so funny?" 
 
    He had another chuckle but took a big breath of air. I liked this man more than I'd liked the agent he was. This one almost might have been someone I enjoyed talking to. The anger and seriousness fled, leaving in its wake humor and intelligence. The change surprised me. 
 
    "Cori, say hello to your familiar. He's yours now and no one is stupid enough to try to take him from you. So have fun with a cat with opposable thumbs." 
 
    Shocked, I stared at the bundle of fur I held. It looked up at me, all cute and fuzzy innocence, and repeated that one word in my mind. ~Mine.~ 
 
    The look on my face started him laughing again as he led me into the building. 
 
    I went through the stupid test again, and again felt nothing. But I had new objects that called to me and some of my old ones were almost irresistible.  
 
    "I get that this is impossible. Why do you think we are here? Because it obviously happened, and your tests prove it." Alixant glared at the tester in the OMO office, while once again, I sat in the tattoo chair, but this time with a bristling cat in my arms. 
 
    I didn't know if I wanted to strangle them because I was confused and scared or because they were scaring my familiar.  
 
    "There isn't anything recorded like this. We've never had anyone have two emergences. I wish someone had been around to see her first emergence. It would explain a lot. We don't have enough information on trauma based emergence to even guess but at no point has anyone ever emerged twice." The doctor was all but shouting at Alixant. The same guy who'd been at my first test Dr. Lawrence Rendol. Fran was there too, but she kept looking at me with wide eyes that were almost worse than the stares I'd gotten on the bus the first few days. 
 
    "Ever emerged, or ever reported to the OMO?" I asked in the lull of the shouting. They all turned and looked at me. 
 
    "What?" Alixant said, but his voice had a slowly dawning realization as I looked at him. 
 
    "I'm already marked. I'm already registered. Why in the world would I come back and get retested? Do you ever retest anyone? Because believe me, I wouldn't be here, if he hadn't dragged me back." I gave Alixant a sour look, which he ignored. 
 
    The two testing officials went white. "What if," the doctor broke off, his voice cracking. "What if you can re-emerge over your lifetime. Gaining new skills. Access to new branches." 
 
    "We can see from her she is strong in things she was pale in before. And now has not two strongs as a merlin, but four. Plus one because of her familiar. She has five strongs. No one has ever had that before. This could change everything." Fran sounded like she was so scared she could barely speak. 
 
    "I think you're right. This changes everything. This makes some of the more sensational stories over the years snap into reality. What if you can gain more power? Emerge again and be able to do things that no one would ever associate with you." The doctor talked fast and faster as he became more agitated. "This could change everything. I need to call my supervisors. I think we should institute retesting at least once a decade, if not every few years. This changes everything." He was still talking as he yanked open the door and raced out it.  
 
    "I don't think there are enough swear words in the English language to cover what I'm feeling right now," Alixant muttered dropping into the chair Dr. RendolX had vacated. "This changes everything. All the files we have could be wrong. Everything could be wrong as to who could do what. Hell, is it restricted only to merlin rank or could it be open to anyone?" He rubbed his temples. "Could hedgies get multiples at their power level?" 
 
    His question made my head jerk up and I remembered Kadia's experience at the bank. What if she hadn't just tripped, what if she'd had a second emergence. Nah, I was imagining things, right? 
 
    "I'm starting to think this was something I never wanted to know about, Steven. But now that it is here, I can't avoid it." Fran's fists were tight and I still thought everyone was overreacting, but the more I thought about it maybe they were right.  
 
    "You know, if the entertainment industry ever gets a hold of this the stories will explode." 
 
    "Ugh. If that happens…" she sighed. "Our testing will spike. They will come out with new regs. Oh, I so don't want this to be true." She stared at the objects I'd grabbed this time. Three were different, they'd removed the ones I'd already been strong in. I didn't know how I felt.  
 
    "Enough. Cori, your tattoo is getting updated. Talk to the artist." I sighed but figured from the glares they were both giving me I didn't have an option. It annoyed me because it had just almost healed and quit itching.  
 
    Thirty minutes later I inspected the work in the mirror. Before I'd been strong in Relativity under Spirit and Time under Chaos, while I was pale in Soul, Psychic, and Earth. Now the pale Psychic had moved to strong, as had Earth and Soul. And I'd added Non-Organic, Transform, and Entropy as pale. I'd chosen purple and green, wanting to pull in more colors and I didn't know if I liked the effect. It looked like a color wheel had exploded on my face with the burgundy and royal blue. But either way it caught attention, not that anyone would know what it meant. 
 
    I spun, looking at Alixant and Fran, who were deep in conversation. "Hey." They paused and looked at me. "You get in trouble for altering your tattoos. Am I going to get questioned about this? Or get in trouble?" 
 
    "Crap," Fran cussed as she headed out to the main room. "I'll get you a new IDIDnd note the changes on the back." 
 
    Alixant just stared at me.  
 
    "What?" I protectively clutched the cat to me. He had fallen asleep and I didn't want anything to happen to him. 
 
    "I've checked and rechecked. You don't have either a Cloak or Luck attached to you." He said the words with the capitals, so I knew he was referring to the spells. "But you still attract the strange like a lodestone. What are you?" 
 
    "Someone who wants to go home. I'm exhausted. I apparently have a pet that will need supplies and I bet food." I didn't mention that I didn't know what something that looked like a cat but wasn't a cat would need to eat. "I also need a new phone because mine is dead and the odds are Jo will be freaking out. And frankly, I'm over all this crap because I have no idea what I'm doing!" The last words were a yell and I realized I was shaking.  
 
    The cat looked up at me, with a plaintive meow. ~Hungry~ registered in my mind and I wanted to cry at the knowledge someone was no dependent on me. I barely felt like I could handle being responsible for myself. But I knew crying wouldn't do anything. I took a deep breath and straightened my back. 
 
    "So. I would like my bag back, a new phone, a ride to the grocery store, and then I'd like to go home." 
 
    He looked at me for a very long time and I was about to spit out a fine and storm out of there when he nodded. "Yes. I'll see you Tuesday. You have the rest of the weekend off. Come on." 
 
    Two hours later I sat at home, the cat eating tuna fish that the lady at the pet store assured me all cat-like familiars liked. Fran had gotten me the new ID with remarks on the back. As Alixant had dropped me off, he said he'd add the familiar note to my file. It meant I'd get a supplement until my schooling was done to afford to feed him. Their diets were a bit more expensive than normal cats in that they rarely would eat the normal cat food, preferring actual food.  
 
    I picked up my new phone, glad I'd added all my numbers to my cloud email account. It had popped in as soon as I'd added my email account. And at least ten text messages had popped in from Jo when I'd powered it on. The last one bordering on hysterical worry. 
 
    *I swear to all the merlins Cori, you don't fucking respond I'm calling mami and papi and you can deal with them.* 
 
    I laughed a little. I hadn't meant to worry her but I also hadn't had much control over anything in my life lately.  
 
    *Hey. I'm home. I'm okay. I'll explain when I see you.* 
 
    The response was instant. *Thank magic. I'm almost there.* 
 
    I smiled and sat, watching the kitten. If his paws were anything to go by, he would be huge but for now he looked like a cute ball of fluff. I just didn't know if I was ready to take care of another being. I guess I'd find out. At least the talking in my head would help. It had to make this easier. 
 
    The doorknob turning had me looking up before Jo all but flew into the room. "Cori," she exclaimed as she headed straight in, dropping her bag and keys on the table without taking her eyes off me. Jo pulled me up and scanned me with her eyes, then lingered on my altered tat. 
 
    "I'm fine. No injuries." 
 
    She blew out a sigh, but her eyes didn't leave my face. "That's new?" Her voice cautious.  
 
    I groaned and sat down. "You aren't going to believe everything that has happened. I was there and I'm still not sure I believe it." 
 
    "I think we are going to need drinks for this?" It was half a question and half a statement.  
 
    "Oh yeah. That would be nice," I agreed. 
 
    She turned and came to a sudden halt. From where she was facing, I could tell she'd just seen the cat. I couldn't see him with Jo there, but I knew what she was looking at. 
 
    "We seem to have acquired a kitten?" her voice slow and hesitant. 
 
    I let out a shaky breath. "Actually I seem to have acquired a familiar." Just saying the words felt odd and scary. Kids dreamed and told stories about being a magician and having a familiar. I never had though I'd found them fascinating. The two I'd met, Dahli and Elsba had captivated me. But one choosing me? I didn't know anything.  
 
    That idea set off a spurt of panic. I needed information. What did I know about familiars? 
 
    "Yes, drinks are needed." Her voice as shocked as I felt. She headed for the kitchen and I started looking for books to order on familiars.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Fight the power, don't hire mages, hire the normal people they will work harder for you and do it without invoking unnatural abilities. ~ Freedom from Magic 
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    I didn't feel up to public transportation Tuesday, so I splurged on a rideshare to work and brought the kitten with me. I had tried to leave him at home, but cries of "No" in my head were too pitiful. So I brought him.  
 
    Sunday Jo had gone back to the con. I'd stayed home, totally exhausted. I played with the kitten but both of us did little but sleep for the next two days. Jo seemed to have fun but was back in the school grind today. I had seemed to have a fog over my brain, but it had started to lift. 
 
    I hadn't come up with a name for the kitten. It seemed wrong somehow to just name him, but I also wasn't sure how intelligent he was.  
 
    I really need those books to get here. I hate not having any idea what I should do. 
 
    One of the things I'd ordered was a cat carrier. He was too small to run around but carrying him in my arms seemed silly. Luckily I'd found one that let the cat ride on my chest in kind of a reverse backpack. It might look silly but it had the advantage of leaving my hands free. That too would arrive Wednesday. For now, I just held him carefully, and stressed the entire ride. 
 
    Siab and Chris were there when I walked in. 
 
    "Oh, is that your new familiar?" Siab asked as I entered, getting up from her little lab station and coming over. Once again, she made the suit look almost chic, with the sharp cut and the daring see through top under it.  
 
    "Yeah." I knelt and let him down. He stretched and began to investigate the office, his long tail a red snake that followed him.  
 
    "What's his name?" 
 
    "I haven't thought of one yet. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the idea of having a pet." I watched him, envying the grace as he moved around the office and Chris's bemused expression. 
 
    "Um, Cori?" I turned to look at Siab who had a funny expression on her face. 
 
    "Yes?" I started to look down to make sure I hadn't spilled coffee on myself. 
 
    "You know that they have their own names and you don't really own them, not as much as you think. The law pretty much regards them as eternal children. Your responsibility, but with the understanding they can make their own choices." 
 
    "Oh," I muttered. I knew I should have spent the time researching but everything had seen like too much effort. I swallowed, sure my face had flushed. "I just ask him?" 
 
    "I think so. I mean, I don't have a familiar, obviously. But the people I know that do have them say they already have names, and personalities. But he is very young. Is he eating?" 
 
    "Yes. Though that food budget is going to kill me," I muttered, but I didn't really mind.  
 
    "Then ask. The worse he can say is nothing or tell you to choose." 
 
    The cat and I hadn't really talked much. I'd been tired, he'd been tired. He'd eaten and slept more than I had. This was the first real activity I'd seen from him. Either way, I felt ridiculous, but I cleared my throat. 
 
    "What is your name?"  
 
    The cat wasn't paying any attention to me, batting at something under Niall's desk. I was about to go pick him up and let him know I was talking to him, as I had no idea how the telepathy worked. I needed to read that book as soon as I got it.  
 
    ~Carelian,~ that same rough male rumbling voice in my head. It felt so odd, but so right it caused a shiver down my spine. 
 
    "That's your name? Carelian?" I didn't get any response other than a mental purr of affirmation. 
 
    "Interesting name. I don't think it is a word in any language I can think of," Siab noted. "But he is adorable." 
 
    I watched the butt wiggle as he attacked a bug that had the audacity to wander into the area. Already I wanted to make sure he was okay. I didn't have a chance to follow up on that feeling as Alixant walked in followed by Niall. Alixant had a scowl on his face that made him look more like the gargoyles on the churches than an agent. 
 
    "I hope you know how many problems you created," he growled, eyes locked on me, then flicking to Carelian. 
 
    "What did I do?" I went on the defensive, my arms across my chest and staring at him.  
 
    "Your little emergence destroyed any evidence we might have had and gave the perp time to get away. So we have nothing." He all but snarled the words at me. 
 
    I snarled back. "Well, so sorry a weird rare thing happened to me. But since I'm pretty damn sure it saved all those people, I’m not very sorry." 
 
    "And just how many more people are going to die because we didn't catch him now?" 
 
    "I don't know but you probably wouldn't have caught him anyhow. You've got nothing to go on." 
 
    "Actually, we might have a few things." Siab interrupted our glare fest and I turned to look at her, almost tripping over Carelian who at sat my feel, tail whipping as he stared at us. 
 
    "What?" Alixant sat down at the table and Chris grabbed his notebook. 
 
    "Your familiar?" Niall whispered at my shoulder and it took everything I had not to jump. I hadn't noticed him come up behind me. I turned and nodded slowly, somehow expecting an attack. He just looked at the cat for a long moment, something like longing in his gaze and nodded. "Neat." Before I could even figure out how to respond, he'd settled down at the table with a notebook. 
 
    Shaking my head, confused by the changing personalities, I walked over. Carelian departed to chase things under the table and Siab headed over, her laptop in hand. 
 
    "So, show me." Alixant demanded and I leaned forward, interested in what they had found. 
 
    "We talked to other people and some with good memories and minor magic and we created a sketch of the person who did the face painting." A few flicks of his hand and an image appeared on the wall. Older, at least thirty-five, with a low tail of dark hair, wearing glasses and a goatee. Chris gave us all a minute to take it in before he started to talk again. "All the reports had him wearing wild hats with flashing LED lights on it, robes that had swirly things, and dangles. They admitted it was hard to focus on his face." 
 
    "Makes sense. Everyone remembered what he wore, not what he looked like," Alixant commented staring at the picture. "Go on." 
 
    "He asked them if they wanted to be in a drawing for free prizes at the panel. Nothing needed but they had to be wearing the face paint for their ticket to be valid. He handed out the tickets and painted the face. But here is the interesting part. He usually only offered it to one person, then reluctantly did the other person if they asked. It took us a bit to figure it out, but he always offered to the mage, never to the person with them if they weren't mages. He did have a Chaos tattoo, but no one could remember the strong or pale values which might have helped with tracking him down. Chaos is the highest populated mage class." 
 
    "What was the substance placed on their faces?"  
 
    It amazed me how he could go from being an irritated jerk to a completely focused person. I couldn't let go of my mad that easily. Or maybe he hadn't really been mad. I played with that thought as I listened.  
 
    "At first glance it just looked like a water-based adhesive with colors added. It wasn't until I got back the findings from the two people that died that I think I know what happened." 
 
    I couldn't stop the stab of guilt that followed that statement but I didn't know what else I could have done.  
 
    Everyone just looked at her and smiled back. "The tox report showed damage from hydrochloric acid and fentanyl caused the few deaths. Though the amounts were small because of the emergence transformation effect." 
 
    "That makes no sense, no one should be able to cover up hydrochloric acid on your skin," Niall interjected. 
 
    "True. But the powder substance had chloride in it. Here's my theory—we all know that moving molecules is both a high and low cost endeavor. I think this substance was purposefully mixed so that with minimal effort and exact knowledge of the molecules involved, he could change it from one to the other. Breaking the bonds and rearranging them would take a bit of effort but only a small offering, depending on his rank." 
 
    "But what good does that do? I mean the acid would sear the skin and fentanyl? That will kill you even being absorbed through the skin." I couldn't keep my mouth shut, but fentanyl was a nasty drug and killed fast. "If that was what he did, they would have all been dead in seconds." 
 
    "True, if he did it perfectly. I think he only managed to transform some of it, which was why people were dropping but not dropping dead. Basically sheer luck, and points to him probably being a pale for transform or a low rank mage overall." 
 
    "But what does it get him?" 
 
    Alixant jerked upright in his chair and glared at me again. "It gets him you." 
 
    "What?" I'm pretty sure the other two reacted the same way as I did. But either way, I felt a strange clench of emotions in my stomach.  
 
    He rubbed his brow and odd expression on his face. "Have any of you come across the seven grams at death study?" 
 
    "Sure," Siab said. I had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    "For the rest of you, they've done studies and shown at the moment of death the body loses seven grams of weight. But what they haven't been publicizing is a few people have died during the magician rank test." 
 
    I blanched at that, though Siab just looked interested.  
 
    "Oh, nothing sinister. A heart attack, stroke, just odd medical things. But the machine and the merlin monitoring noted a large spike of power being pushed out, similar to what happens during an emergence. So they started asking magicians near death if they were willing to be monitored and they agreed. They have evidence that as you die you bleed out power. What is really interesting is that the slower you die the more power collectively is pushed out. I think this is what that guy was doing. He wanted people to push out power. Whether he figured that out after the ritual magic or something else I don't know." 
 
    Chris looked thoughtful. "Okay, I can see where he might be learning from this, even if that is a sharp upwards curve to go from one to three to nine to twenty-seven, then quit caring about numbers at all. So he gets all this power going out, then what?" 
 
    Alixant just pointed at me and suddenly it clicked. I thought I might need to throw up. "He wants a second or more likely a third emergence. What if that's it? The first few were to accomplish something else, maybe just to be more powerful. Then after the incident at the park, he realized patterns didn't matter, power did." I turned and looked at Chris. "Do you know if there was a spike in people emerging the day of the park murders?" 
 
    Ugh, I'm already sounding like them. This shouldn't be this easy. 
 
    But I couldn't help but look for correlations. So much of emergency medicine was if this, then that. It was almost second nature.  
 
    Chris shrugged and pulled up something on his computer. "The OMO does show rates and stats." 
 
    "But won't tell me a damn thing about second emergences," Alixant grumbled, then shot a glance at me. "You mentioned third. You think you can?" 
 
    I shrugged not sure what to say. "I never thought you could emerge more than once, but if everything is about power, maybe you can emerge over and over, getting stronger and more powerful in different branches and classes." I didn't mention my curiosity about Kadia. 
 
    "But why you? Why not someone else?" Siab challenged me It wasn't arrogance or disbelief in her tone, more curiosity.  
 
    "Something else to consider: I've been following up with the hospital on all the victims. While they won't break HIPPA, they did mention that all the victims had extreme lethargy the next two days, to the point of almost feeling drugged." 
 
    "Oh," the word slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it and they all snapped their heads towards me. The desire to join Carelian on the floor spiked but I forced a nonchalant shrug. "I didn't do much the last few days but sleep. I felt completely drained. As to why me? Heck if I know but it might have something to do with emotions. He made me angry." I jerked my head at Alixant, who didn't look repentant at all.  
 
    "And your power wasn't being siphoned out…" Alixant trailed off. "I bet that's the key, simple and fast. Magic siphons out, the walls between the planes rips and you grab the power. The perp just wants to grab it, but he missed because you grabbed it first." 
 
    "But what? I was more powerful?" I asked in disbelief. 
 
    "Maybe? Maybe you needed it more? Anger is a strong emotion and a good motivator." 
 
    "And I bet there was a familiar on the other side that liked her better than our perp. Hence Cori being chosen," Siab put in. She had a thoughtful look on her face, but her attention was on Carelian who had decided my chair was where he was going to groom himself. 
 
    "You think it matters that much? That magic is sentient?" 
 
    She shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe. Or maybe you were closer, younger, prettier, the right combination. No one has ever figured out how or why certain people emerge, and others don't. So it could be nothing or everything." 
 
    "Right now, it doesn't matter that Cori grabbed the power. What does matter is her emergence left us with every little evidence." He tossed me an annoyed glare and I resisted sticking my tongue out at him. "Either way, we don't know if he'll try again or not but we have to assume he will. So what do we know?" 
 
    "Large event," Chris provided. 
 
    "Transformation substance, slow death needed." Siab pointed out.  
 
    "No order is needed, as seen from the last thing, so milling crowds would be better for him. It would take longer to stabilize people." Niall had that faraway look on his face, staring at the board. 
 
    "Yeah, but why do we think he will stay here?" I asked, feeling like I had to say something. 
 
    "To be honest, we don't, but I'm betting on the fact that he has a home base here and Atlanta has more large-scale events," Alixant said. "So, what events are coming up next, Cori?" 
 
    Everyone turned and looked at me. "Why do you think I know?" I asked, bewildered, as I looked at all the expectant eyes on me.  
 
     "Uh, because you live here, and we don't?" Siab said, her duh clear in the tone.  
 
    "No, well yes. I mean, I live here but I just moved here barely a month ago. I have no idea." 
 
    "But you knew about DragonWorldCon," she protested. 
 
    "It had tens of thousands or people attend! People from all over the world show up! And I knew people that went before. It isn't a small event." They all looked at me with vaguely disappointed expressions. 
 
    What? I'm not exactly a social butterfly. 
 
    But as I groused, I took over the screen and pulled up the Atlanta Events page. "Here is what is going on in the next couple of weeks." 
 
    We all looked at the screen. There were a lot of events. Football games, music events, other conventions, parades, the list went on forever. 
 
    "We'll never find him this way. There are too many events and it is too easy to do magic to turn something innocuous into something deadly." For a moment I thought he was going to throw things, but he sighed and sat down. "We're back to the basic tenets of murders. Who are the first people you kill?" 
 
    "The ones you know." Chris and Niall said in unison. They grabbed their computers and headed back to their cubicles.  
 
    "And that is my cue to get back to looking at the data of the samples I got. I'll keep working on the facial recognition, trying to merge all the sketches and go through the OMO database. Maybe we'll get lucky." She smiled and gave a longing glance towards Carelian, who by this point had curled into a ball and was soundly sleeping in my chair. 
 
    I didn't really have anything to do. I'd done all the training and I really wanted to be back at a job that I knew how to do. My insecurity must have shown on my face because Alixant smiled.  
 
    "Study. You've got the book I gave you and you might as well look at your college courses. With your AA degrees, you should be starting as a Junior except for one or two classes and your magic courses. If you log on to OMO with your ID, you should see the suggested careers for people with your abilities. Granted, you are strong in so many you should be able to do almost anything." He stood up and moved back over to his area. He paused and turned back to look at me. "Remember, that while the government won't force you to take a certain career path, anything not STEM based and related to your strengths will be denied and if you choose to continue, all classes will be your responsibility to pay for." He gave me one more hard look then sat down.  
 
    I looked at the cat sitting on my chair, sighed and went to grab the book and curled back up at the table and started to read. 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Each mage visualizes or associates the cost of an offering differently.  While molecules are what is taught in most universities, it doesn't me that is how a mage sees it. Often it is an amount of hair or nail or skin, or maybe the time it will take to regrow. There are stories of mages that counted in calories or even one who did it by cell. As always no one knows why they can do this, but test after test shows they are always exact as to the cost. ~Magic Explained. 
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    The next two days were the same thing with everyone else researching information and I had nothing to do but read. I liked reading and it interested me, but by the time I escaped at four on Thursday, I was ready to scream. Even Carelian seemed bored. 
 
    My carrier should show up soon but Siab pointed out I might want a harness and a collar as from his paws and tail he would be a big cat… like dog big.  
 
    I still hadn't decided how I felt about that piece of information but either way, it would be a change. In the few days he'd been here he'd already gained what seemed like a pound. I needed to get him to the vet, but familiars apparently didn't need shots or to get fixed, which didn't really surprise me. I mean neutering a sentient creature sounded evil. 
 
    Holding him in my arms, I climbed the stairs. So far, outside of Mine, Hungry, and his name, he hadn't spoken to me and I made sure hungry wasn't an issue. The book of familiars should be here today but the online videos I found said he'd learn to use a toilet in the house if I wanted. And I did. The litter box was okay, but it stuck to his paws and annoyed both of us.  
 
    I pushed open the door, surprised to see all the lights off. Jo should have been home at least two hours ago. I let Carelian down and he headed right to his food bowl. Of course. I checked my phone. Nothing. 
 
    I started to call her when I heard a bottle clinking from her bedroom. I headed back, my steps fast. I was oddly concerned, and I couldn't say why.  
 
    "Jo?" I knocked on the door. It was ajar and swung open as I did. She sat on the floor, staring at her computer, the piles of books, and a bottle of whiskey, tapping it with her glass. I stood in the door, frozen for a moment. Her hair, her glorious black hair, hung limp around her face, and her entire body had curled into itself. Gone was the proud, smart, funny woman I knew. Instead, this was someone I don't think I'd ever seen.  
 
    "Jo? What's wrong?" I moved in and slid down to sit next to her.  
 
    She barked a laugh, bitter and hard. I hurt to hear it. She took a gulp of the liquid in the glass, which by its smell was whiskey from the bottle. "I'm a complete and utter failure. I can't do this. This is why I didn't want to emerge at a high rank. I wanted hedge. I wanted my damn certifications, and I just wanted to work with my papi. Maybe someday take over the garage. Now I'll flunk out. I don't even know what they do if you flunk out as a mage. Do they throw you in prison, assign you to grunt work, make you act as a test subject? This will destroy my parents. They'll hate me." On the last words her voice broke and she took another desperate gulp of whiskey as if it would somehow change her feelings.  
 
    I had no clue what she was talking about and looked around. Jo had never been the best student, and struggled at English, but then so did lots of people. She'd aced math and we'd never talked about school much. Even the dream of being an engineer was more at the same level you talk about being an astronaut. Not something you think will ever occur. 
 
    "Jo, talk to me. What's going on?" I pulled the glass from her and set it away, out of reach, as I moved to sit in front of her. She had to look at me, or her feet. Carelian came in and plopped down between the two of us and began grooming as if there was no place else he'd want to be. 
 
    "I can't do it, Cori. I can't. I've been trying. Really, I've been trying. I can't get everything to stay still. They move no matter what I do. My last paper was an F and I have a huge test and I can't figure out what it says." Her voice shook as tears ran down her face. 
 
    Confused and scared, I reached out to cup her face, wanting to hold her, needing to comfort her. "I don't understand. What moves? Why doesn't it make sense?" I needed to figure out what was going. This wasn't my Jo, and I'd do anything for her. 
 
    "The letters. They change. Every time I look, they're different. There is so much to read and understand and it keeps moving. I like numbers. They don't move or at least they don't move as much. Maybe I should just quit and save them the trouble of expelling me." 
 
    I sat there, trying to process her drunken rambling. How much had she drunk already? Then my brain snapped into gear. You read lots of weird case studies with some of the medical assistant classes.  
 
    "Jo, are you dyslexic?" 
 
    She snorted, scrubbing at her face with her hands. "They said no. Dyslexic kids can't be good at math. Only lazy kids are good at math but can't get their papers right. It got worse after I graduated high school. So I just avoided reading. Didn't need to. All the manuals have pictures and I knew what words went where. 'Sides, math is always the same. Logical. So I'm just stupid." 
 
    My mind stutter stopped, and I looked at her. "Who told you that?" 
 
    "All the teachers. I was just being lazy. I didn't like English, but since I like math and was good at it, I couldn't be dyslexic. They told mami I was just lazy, and she got mad at me. So I tried. I would listen to all the lectures and then get Stinky or you to check my writing. I used a ruler on my words in class and I'd only get marked down for spelling. But while I graduated, it was only because of the science stuff." She gave another one of those raw laughs. "Chemical diagrams don't move, the numbers and lines rarely change or if they do, they don't make sense and I wait for them to move back to what they should say. So see. I'm just stupid. but I swear, I've been trying, and they won't stay still…" she broke off in a harsh sob and I was glad the bottle wasn't close to her. 
 
    ~Stupid teachers. Smart queans.~ The voice sounded in my head. I jumped and looked down at Carelian, who was licking Jo's ankle. 
 
    "Did, did he just talk in my head?" Jo had stopped crying and looked at Carelian with wide eyes. 
 
    "You heard him?" I knew from what Scott Randolph had told me that they could talk to anyone, but usually didn't bother. I didn't know if I was excited or not about Carelian talking to Jo. Right now, I just felt relieved. 
 
    ~Smart. Mine~ He fell backwards against me purring eyes closed. ~Mine.~  
 
    "Carelian, what is a quean?" I petted him as I asked, but he just rumbled a purr and said nothing else. 
 
    "Is it a compliment or not when a cat thinks you're smart?" Jo asked, sniffing and wiping her face, her breathing still hard and shaky. 
 
    "Well, he's a familiar, so I'd take it as a compliment. Jo, look at me." My voice hard and demanding. This was so important she had to listen. She sighed and looked at me, bracing herself. "You need to listen. You are dyslexic if letters move. There are different types and they affect people differently. Just because numbers don't move, doesn't mean letters don't." 
 
    She shrugged but kept petting the small body of Carelian. "So? So what? Doesn't mean I'm not an idiot. I still can't do this." 
 
    "Jo, how did you pass your classes in high school?" Her answer wouldn't change what I would say, but I was curious. 
 
    "Memorized everything they said in class and did anything I could that was oral for extra credit to make up for my test scores. Lots of tests in English and History were multiple choice and those, if I was careful, I could get it right." Rather than sounding proud she just sounded defeated. 
 
    "I have a strong desire to drive back to Rockway and beat all your teachers," I admit I snarled the words. Seeing her like this felt worse than getting hurt myself. 
 
    "Huh?" She looked up at me at that, her hand stilling in its stroking motion. Jo seemed calmer. Maybe cat familiars had calming effects? 
 
    "Jo, you are dyslexic. That means there are things that will help you, AND," I said, seeing she was about interrupt, "it means you can get assistance from the college." 
 
    That stopped her and she looked at me frowning. "Help? Like what?" 
 
    I almost laughed. "Like oral tests, audio versions of the textbooks, pass on spelling errors, the ability to get more time to do things. I'm sure all textbooks are set up to be able to be read aloud to you if you get the electronic versions. Plus, they have fonts that are specifically made for dyslexic people and don't move around as much. If you can memorize entire lectures to pass tests, trust me, you're not stupid. And no one who knows you would ever call you lazy." 
 
    "Oh." She looked shocked, and just stared at me, a look of bewilderment on her face. "But they won't believe me. They'll say I'm just trying to get special favors," her voice sounded small and revealed a weakness I'd never seen before. Maybe that was why she was always so bold, to hide worry about this? I needed to think about that. 
 
    "I'm taking off tomorrow and we're going down there together. You will get the help you need." 
 
    "Cori, you can't," she protested, but I could see that odd vulnerability spark back up and I wanted to castigate myself for never noticing. A bunch of things popped into my mind, now that I thought about it. How she'd ask me what looked good on the menu or saw something as we walked in and asked the waitress about it the few times that we went out to eat. Her asking someone to read instructions to her when her hands were full or filthy.  
 
    "Yes, I can. Watch me." I pulled out my phone and scrolled to my messages. Jo was the only other person that texted me, so finding Alixant was easy.  
 
    *Taking tomorrow off. Have to deal with something* I hit send and looked up at her. "See. We will get you everything you need. You deserve that doctorate. You're one of the best people I know with machines." 
 
    Before she could reply my phone pinged. *Don't think so. You'll be here.* 
 
    I frowned feeling my jaw clench. *No I won't. Be back Monday* 
 
    *Yes you will. You need to be here.* 
 
    *bite me* I hit send and powered off the phone just as it started to ring. My smile felt good as I looked at Jo. 
 
    "Tomorrow morning you and I are going to get you help." 
 
    Jo bit her lip. "You sure? They'll really help." 
 
    "Yes, they will. " I didn't know it but I knew I would do everything I could to make sure there was nothing she need. 
 
    "Thank you, Cori. I just figured they were right, when everyone else was talking about how easy the course work was, and I was struggling to read the text, much less write the reports. I must be lazy or stupid. I was about ready to run away and quit." Her shoulders hunched.  
 
    "Nope. You've been here for me all this time. Now it's time for me to be there for you. So, brace yourself as you may not be happy about this next statement." Jo gave me a funny look as she stood up.  
 
    "Do I want to know?" 
 
    "Probably not, but you will find out. In an attempt to support you and prove I am always here for you," I stated dramatically as I rose too. "I am cooking you dinner!" 
 
    "Oh dear. This isn't going to end well." 
 
    It ended up just fine. After my attempt and failure, we ordered pizza. It was delicious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    Being a mage doesn't make you superhuman. The number of people we lose every year who don't understand that is staggering. If you took the draft just as a baseline job, it is the most dangerous one in the world with a death rate of over twenty percent. Mages still get sick, suffer from learning disabilities, get divorced and get fired. Being able to do magic is a skill like painting or playing music. One you can train, but you need that spark to make it work. ~ OMO Office Brochure 
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    I dragged Jo out of bed at five am, even though the resource office didn't open until eight-thirty.  
 
    "Cori, not that I mind getting up this early, the sleeping until seven has felt like a luxury. But why are we leaving the apartment at six in the morning?" Jo asked as I dragged her down the apartment steps, a small cup of coffee in each of our hands, and her backpack slipping off her shoulder. I had Carelian in the pack on my front. It felt and looked dorky but having my hands free again was nice. He'd made a few unimpressed sounds but was sitting and looking out as we headed down the stairs. Dawn was just starting to break.  
 
    "Because I'm pretty sure the jerk is going to have an issue with me shutting off my phone last night. I bet he'll be here at seven to grab me, and I'm not going. We have stuff to do with you." 
 
    "Cori, it's okay. I can do this." Jo muttered, though she looked like she had a headache. She'd had at least two more drinks last night, still asking me if I was sure she wasn't lazy. I reassured her every time and cussed out teachers in my head. Part of it was protectiveness over Jo but most of it was anger at the damage they had done. I think at this point I was more mad at her teachers than myself. I hadn't seen most of it but then not sure I would have realized it as a teen.  
 
    So maybe I had a reason to miss it, but I was still not happy that I was that oblivious. 
 
    "Nope. He can suck it. He's enough of an ass that I don't really care." 
 
    "Won't you get in trouble? Mami would kill me if I ruined your life." 
 
    I snorted out a laugh as I dragged her out one of the back paths. I didn't put it past him to be in the parking lot already. "I don't care. I haven't been to school yet. If I understand the law, he has a wavier to use my services until I start, but he can't really do anything to me beside yell. I'm tired of being yelled at and tired of not having anything to do but look stupid. I still can't figure out WHY he wants me there. I'm the next thing to useless." I didn't keep the annoyance out of my voice with that last part.  
 
    "Ah, so tweaking his tail?" She asked this with a bit more humor as we started toward the college.  
 
    "Maybe." I shrugged. "All the stories say there should be sexual tension between us, smoldering and intent. I suspect he's a good man, maybe not a nice one, but there's nothing. I flinch when others call him by name, and I really have to get over that. And he's so driven, he gets upset that I don't jump when he yells. I never wanted this." I tapped the side of my head as I looked around. For some reason I was jumpy and expected him to pull up alongside of us. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Jo looked lost and I realized she'd never met him. "He has Stevie's name and I just can't call him Alixant all the time. I don't want to associate him with Stevie." 
 
    "Ah. Makes sense." We walked in silence for a while, enjoying the sounds of the city waking up around us. "Are you going to be okay there, Cori? I mean, I know you don't want to go back to school."  
 
    "I can't get away and I want to stop this guy. I think he's going to kill more, but I feel out of place. This isn't where I should be, but I don't know where I should be." I kicked at a stone on the ground and Carelian complained at I jostled him. 
 
    "Sorry, Car." I said as I scritched his ears. He wrinkled up his nose and hissed at me, the meaning clear. "No Car huh? Lian? Ian?" At Ian, he paused and nodded, but I felt a word in my head.  
 
    ~Still Carelian~ 
 
    How you could purr or roll the sound of letters like that I didn't know. But I shrugged and scratched. "Carelian or Ian it is. " I pronounced it as Ean, because of how he said his name.  
 
    "Do you like having a familiar?" Jo asked as we approached the admin building and I shrugged.  
 
    "That's like asking me if I like having my hair growing. I haven't had enough of it to know one way or the other yet." 
 
    "Point." We stood looking up at the building, then at our watches; only six-thirty. "Coffee shop? I could do with some food." 
 
    "Sure." We turned and headed towards the nearest place, which was already bustling. We ordered and found a table in the corner, while people talked and chattered around us. I made sure my hair covered most of my tattoo. Maybe I needed to move to someplace cold, so I could wear hats all the time.  
 
    "What exactly are you going to do?" Jo didn't look at me, just fiddled with her drink. The coffee was okay, not as good as at Grind Down, but okay.  
 
    "About?" Her comment pulled me out of the focus on the coffee.  
 
    "Well, both. Your schooling, the resource office, this job that isn't a job?"  
 
    "Oof, you want me to make decisions this early?" I muttered, staring at her, but I smiled. Carelian was in another chair nibbling on a dog treat. He hadn't seemed to care it was aimed at dogs.  
 
    "You're the one who dragged me out this early, so yes." Jo had the audacity to smirk at me over her coffee but I could still see the odd fear in her eyes. I'd never realized how much she hid from me, and it hurt. Almost as much as realizing how much I hadn't seen. 
 
    Some friend I was, to not notice your BFF has issues reading. 
 
    "School first. We deal with the administration. I figure this might as well come in handy." I tapped the side of my head. I had the marks mostly hidden at the moment, but for all the misery they had caused me, they might as well do me some good now. "You need the testing, the assistance. Asking for help shouldn't be an issue and anyone who knows you knows you're smart." 
 
    Jo didn't look convinced, but I ignored her. All the medical assistant stuff about how to support and recognize people with disabilities might actually come in helpful.  
 
    See, education is never useless. I need to keep reminding myself of that, because the one thing this degree gets me, is access to more information. Maybe I can figure out what killed Stevie. Maybe I could even become a doctor. 
 
    That idea tugged at me but didn't feel right. I needed to take the time to sit down and go over the degrees, but the problem with being a merlin was there were so many options, and Carelian just added to them as with him I was strong in not two but three fields. That was unheard of as far I knew and it made me uneasy.  
 
    "After that, I'll deal with the FBI. The lead jerk is mostly taking out his anger on me, though I don't know why. I get they may need someone to help with the planar rips and even untrained, I might be the best person available. But sitting there all day and feeling stupid is a waste of time, though they are paying me, which helps. But still, I'd rather work and I have four months before I can start school. I'd like to be an EMT. It's what I trained for." I gave a helpless shrug. I enjoyed being an EMT, so it was an option. 
 
    "Are they going to accept that?" Jo asked, arching her brows. 
 
    "I'll have to figure out how to make them. I know the draft can put me anywhere, but I want it to be something that will lead to a long term job and future. So that means me thinking about it. Right now, I just want this case over with so maybe I can work and deal with college, something I thought I was done with." My tone wry as I glanced at the clock on the wall. "It's after eight, lets head that way and get you taken care of." 
 
    Jo heaved herself up, looking like the weight of the world rested on her. "I still feel deep down I'm just being lazy, or not trying hard enough, or something." 
 
    "Yes, cause not having letters move around is something you can control?" I gave her an arch glance and she flashed a smile.  
 
    "You trying to tell me letters aren't like men and they don't react to my awesome rack?" She waved at her chest and I saw at least two men follow her motion with their eyes.  
 
    "Exactly. So come on." I grabbed Carelian and put him back in the carry thing, feeling more than one person eye me. I did feel ridiculous. The odd looks I got just increased my discomfort. 
 
    ~Mine~ his voice rumbled through my mind and I couldn't stop a smile. 
 
    "So I'm your servant, am I?" 
 
    Jo glanced at me, then the cat and grinned. 
 
    ~Yes,~ the voice said smugly in my mind and I laughed. 
 
    "I take it he responded?" Jo asked once we were out. 
 
    "Yes. He agrees I'm his servant. He might need an attitude adjustment." His purrs were loud and rumbling as he rested his head on the edge of the bag. 
 
    "Uh huh. Somehow I think he's right." Her smirk made me roll my eyes, but I couldn't disagree too much. 
 
    We continued our walk to the services building. Jo's steps came slower and slower as we approached.  
 
    "Nope, come on. You're doing this." I all but dragged her into the building and to the desk where an older woman sat. "Hi. My friend here needs testing and resource assignment, plus considerations for a learning disability." 
 
    The woman, her hair shot with gray and tied back in a tight bun with glasses perched on her nose, squinted at us, mouth pursed. "You do? And what does your friend say?" 
 
    I elbowed Jo, giving her my best "I mean business" look. She sighed and muttered out, "I'd like to get tested to see if I qualify." Her voice was audible only because at this time of the morning the area was mostly empty. 
 
    "Fine, take a seat," she waved us to a chair, and I heard her muttering, "Young people always thinking because it isn't all video games, they need special assistance. Humph, I could show them what hard classes were like." 
 
    I almost spun around and let her have it right there. Standing up for myself was hard, standing up for Jo I'd do in a heartbeat. But she seemed to be placing a call, so I let it go; for now. 
 
    We sat in the uncomfortable chairs, and I let Carelian out to explore. 
 
    "Hey, no pets are allowed in here," the woman snapped out.  
 
    Carelian froze, and affronted look on his furry face, whiskers and ears laid back.  
 
    "Familiar," I replied, my voice saccharine sweet.  
 
    She hmphed and Carelian lashed his tail at her, then continued his exploring. We'd been there a half hour and Carelian slept in the chair next to me, when a woman came out. Older, probably only late thirties to the wench at the desk's sixties. She walked over, a smile and a tablet computer in her hand. 
 
    "Hi, I'm Beth. So, what's up?" 
 
    Jo swallowed hard, but with my shoulder bump began to speak, extra low, probably because of the wench and the few students passing by. While you could see the edges of my tattoo from my hair style, it wasn't on display like Jo's in her ponytail. Most people ignored us, though Carelian did get a few extra glances. He was a gorgeous kitten. His red fur was almost truly red instead of the russet brown of most cats. He almost looked like I'd painted him red. While it was an odd color, it also screamed not normal, cementing him as a familiar. 
 
    "I'm having problems in my classes. I've always had the issue, but after being out of school the last few years it got worse. Cori here says it's dyslexia, but I was told it couldn't be because numbers don't move on me?" 
 
    Beth shrugged. "Everyone is different. Why don't you describe what is going on?" 
 
    "It's the reading and the tests and the papers. Every time I read a sentence the letters move and create different words, or words that make no sense. I'm having to read sentences five or six times to guess at what it says. And when I type, I think I know what I'm typing, I mean I know where the letters are on the keyboard, but I can't read it to make sure it's right." Her voice shook, but she kept her head up. 
 
    "But you don't have this problem with numbers?" She didn't sound disbelieving, which made me feel better. I never wanted to see Jo that down again. 
 
    "Not really. Most of the time, especially with engineering, the numbers stand alone or there are only one or two of them, and if they move the math doesn't work, so it's easy to correct them." 
 
    "You can do the math in your head?" 
 
    "Sure, a calculator takes too long and most of the time my hands are covered with grease." Jo shrugged, still looking unsure about everything. 
 
    I hadn't known that. I mean, I knew she could calculate everything without trying, but advanced math in her head? I always needed to write it out. I felt absurdly proud of her, which was ridiculous as I had nothing to do with that ability.  
 
    "Interesting. Well, I have everything set up if you want to come take the assessment." She turned to me with a smile. "This may take a while. Do you want to wait?" 
 
    "Is there someplace with how to transfer credits so I can see where I will come in with an Associates degree?" 
 
    "You mean three Associates," Jo said giving me the same shoulder bump I'd given her earlier. 
 
    I saw Joanne flick to my temple and frown, but she nodded. "Sure. If you want to log into that kiosk over there, you can apply for admission. You need your OMO registration number, then enter all your information. It should tell you what will transfer and what you may need to take in the lower classes." She stood and gestured for Jo to follow her, and the two of them headed down the hall.  
 
    "Well, Carelian, let's go see what my options are."  
 
    He only flicked an ear at me, so I sighed and left him there. Cats, really. Soon enough I lost myself in the maze of school forms, applications, and transferring information. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    Familiars don't follow any rhyme or reason that has been validated. They usually resemble Earth creatures, but not always. They are always intelligent and it seems like they can speak telepathically with whomever they wish. But though people long for them they don't seem to know why one person gets them and another doesn't. There have been merlins that were executed because of the evil they did with their  magic that had familiars as well as hedgemages that never did anything except simple spells. ~ History of Magic 
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    I was so lost in my search through the Byzantine maze of academia that until Jo called my name and pulled me out of my haze, I had no idea how much time passed. I saved my information and turned to look at her, and she had a huge smile on her face. 
 
    "What?" But I couldn't help but smile also. Carelian made his way over, twining between our legs. 
 
    "They said I have one of the worst cases they've ever seen. Normally this is addressed in grade school or high school and there were things I could do to help with it. But they said absolutely I qualify for assistance." She all but glowed. I don't think I'd ever seen anyone so glad they were diagnosed with a learning disability before. 
 
    "This mean I don't need to kick some butt? Beat up on people until they treat you right?" I made punching motions with my hands. 
 
    She let loose a peal of laugher and pulled me into a one-armed hug. Her hug was tight enough I ignored the need to breathe until she released me. 
 
    "No. They are sending out notes to my professors to allow me oral testing most anything except math, and then I am allowed to verify what the tests say. They are providing me with a software that will let me talk into the computer and do all my reports orally, as well as access to all the books via audio. Plus, they are giving me licensed versions of some fonts that are supposed to be better for people with dyslexia. And spelling and word use? As long as it sounds correct, it won't be counted against me in my classes."  
 
    "See! I knew you could get what you needed." I picked up Carelian slipped him into the carrier, still a bit surprised he didn't complain or fight, not that I would ignore my good luck and we began walking out. 
 
    "That just leaves you dealing with the FBI people." 
 
    "I want to work as an EMT," I blurted out, the words surprising me. "I still need some money as I won't ask your parents to support me in addition to you." I'd read up on financial support. While the government paid tuition and housing, it didn't cover the incidentals like books, supplies, or food. That meant I still needed some sort of job. Most kids had their parents sending them a few hundred a month, or work study. Jo saved her money while she worked full time for her dad and her parents were giving her three hundred a month for other things. But I didn't have that, and my savings would disappear rapidly. Plus, I was tired of being broke all the time. 
 
    Jo was about to respond when a woman stepped out of a hallway and we collided with her, sending her to the ground as even I was larger than she was.  
 
    "Oh Merlin, I am so sorry," Jo gushed, dropping to her knees to help her up. I moved back a bit to get out of the way. She was tiny, with long dark hair that hung in an intricate net of braids down her back and brushed the top of her butt. As she rose, I took in the bright colored sari styled top over jeans. But what really grabbed my attention was the merlin tattoo on her temple - Entropy/Non-organic/Time. I didn't think I'd ever seen that.  
 
    "Are you okay, please tell me you're okay?" Jo was still talking, but I watched the beauty of the woman register with her and she changed subtly. She was standing straighter and doing the little pose she always did when she thought someone was cute. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    "No worries, I should watch where I'm going more. I know they say don't text and drive, I obviously need to not text and walk." She held up her phone, smiling, and it transformed her into stunning. I could see why anyone would be captivated by her, and her voice, low and melodic, only amplified her beauty. 
 
    "But you're sure I didn't damage you?" Jo bite her lips looking worried and I knew damn well she was making them redder as neither of us had put on any makeup, not that I almost ever did. But Jo loved to dress up and be fancy. Heels and dresses were fine with her, if she had someone to wear them for. 
 
    "It takes more than a little tumble to damage me." Her bright brown eyes turned to me and before I had a chance to react, she moved towards me in a fast gliding motion that reminded me of the acrobatic martial arts movies I'd seen. She reached up and brushed my hair away from my temple, revealing all of my crazy tattoo. 
 
    Unnerved, I stepped back out of her reach, uncomfortable with anyone being that close into my personal space, especially when I didn't know them.  
 
    She however didn't move. She tilted her head and smiled more, adding something I recognized as a sultry smile because of Jo practicing in the mirror. A very practiced sultry smile. 
 
    "How lucky for me I didn't run into you two young ladies." This time she shared the smile with Jo, who was much more affected than I was by it, at least from the way her eyes lit up. "Everyone in the Merlin circles has been chattering about your double emergence. Though the reactions are mixed. I know Steven keep bragging about finding you, but I don’t know if that is a good thing or a bad thing. Are you attending classes here, Cori?" 
 
    Her familiar use of my name made me even more uncomfortable, as did the knowledge anyone was talking about me. I shifted back another half step, oddly wary of this woman. "Next semester, I think." 
 
    "Ah, well then I will hope to see you around." Her eyes dropped to my chest, and for a split second I thought she was checking me out, but then she smiled and reached out her hand. "This must be the familiar you acquired in such a dramatic fashion." Before she could touch him, Carelian who had been watching all of this with what I associated with fascination, pulled his head down and hid from her.  
 
    Smart cat. 
 
    "Ah, he is still shy. Don't worry, he'll get over that." She turned and started away, her ass swaying so hard I thought she might have a limp. With a sudden whirl she spun back around and smiled. "I forgot to introduce myself. I'm Indira Humbert, one of the three merlins on staff. Remember, you'll need a advisor when you start Cori. All merlin students do. I’d be delighted to work with you." Again she gave a smile that I was sure was meant to get my heart racing and libido up. And all it did was make me think about snakes hiding in the grass. 
 
    "I'll look forward to seeing you again," Jo said, not quite drooling, but I resisted the temptation to elbow her, hard. 
 
    "Oh, I do hope so. Both of you," she all but purred as she sashayed away, the phone going in her pocket. 
 
    We stood there watching her go. "Wow, she is something. Why can't I find someone like that? Smart, sexy, and not afraid to show it." 
 
    "I agree with those adjectives, but I'm not sure I'd want you to find someone like her." I didn't know how to explain it, but I thought the entire thing had been staged, and I didn't know why. To meet me? Why?  
 
    I pushed it away. When it came to my advisor, I'd worry about that later. Much later. Like in January when I'd actually start. 
 
    "Where to?" I asked as we got out into the open. The packets I'd been working on still had more to do, and I needed to decide on a major now, but that meant more thinking. It was looking like I might come in as a junior, but I still needed to take some lower level classes, like everything to do with magic, though every single credit had a 'pending approval' note on it. 
 
    Jo glanced at her phone. "I've got class in an hour, and a paper to hand the teacher, but I'd like to hit the campus store first. Joanne said I could ask for talking software and a headset, and the font CD. I've got time. Besides, maybe…" She trailed off and laughed. 
 
    "What?" I knew I was missing something. 
 
    "I really am a horrible person. First lusting after that woman, who was clearly trying to get you to bite her hook and now getting excited about maybe running into Sable." 
 
    "Ah, is Sable the one you had hoped would be at that disaster dinner at the Varsity." 
 
    Jo blushed, a subtle red going up her cheek. "Yes. And I am still feeling horrible about that, though you know they would probably fawn all over you now." 
 
    "That doesn't make it any better. Worse even. You need better friends." 
 
    "I have better friends. You. But I don't think Sable would have done that, and you're also right. I haven't been hanging with them as much. And you were right. They think being a mage is something special and even denigrate hedgies." 
 
    I cast her a look. "Denigrate?" 
 
    "I can listen. I just apparently need to listen to more audio books. It is reading the stuff that is hard." She came to a halt. "Do you know that is a huge weight lifted off my shoulders? I almost feel lighter. I kept thinking I just wasn't trying hard enough, and mom would get so upset at my grades in English. She loved those courses, though math was always her favorite. Now maybe I can explain to her why."  
 
    "I think you should. Why don't you head up there this weekend, just you, and spend some time with your parents? I think they would like that." 
 
    "She shot a questioning look at me. "But what about you?" 
 
    "I think I'll spend time reading up on familiars and seeing about on call weekend work as an EMT. I'm not willing to give that up, not right away. If I do that, maybe I can find a balance with all this. But if it helps, it looks like my entire first semester will be on magic classes and nothing else, but then I'll be in as a junior." 
 
    "Oh awesome. Maybe if this dyslexia stuff helps, I'll be able to catch up in my classes." 
 
    "You can't be that far behind, you're barely a month in," I pointed out. 
 
    "In reading I am. It was taking everything I had to keep up. Being able to listen to it, I can crank it up to a faster speed. Plus, I can listen while I walk, or," she grinned slyly at me, "we work out."  
 
    I groaned, but I knew I needed to. "Then see, everything is good." We walked into the bookstore and I watched Jo's head pivot as she looked, then locked on someone. "I take it she's here?" 
 
    Jo snapped her glance back at me, ducking her head. Watching the flush rise up her cheek amused me. "You must really like her. Normally you aren't so avoidy. You tend to go in, ask her out, and let the chips lay." 
 
    Jo groaned even as she headed over to customer service. "I know. I just can't. Heck, I don't know if she likes girls. But she’s smart, funny, has talents, and wow, is she something else." We reached the desk, and Jo turned to get the extra aids she needed while I backtracked her gaze to find who was the object of her affections. 
 
    I can see why she caught Jo's eye. 
 
    Her skin was the same color Jo's would get when we spent all our weekends at the lake. Jo turned a pretty dark brown like a medium roast, while I went lobster red, then a pale peach. The girl, well woman as she had to be roughly the same as us, had a lithe build that implied she went to the gym. It was yet another reminder that I really needed to work out. Her hair was stunning though. While most mages had long hair and braids, making it easier to do offerings, hers seemed to be twisted around itself in little corkscrews that she had tossed together to form designs. All in all I was jealous. From here I couldn't see much else, other than vaguely pretty and I didn't want to stare. 
 
    "I can see the attraction," I said my voice dry when she came back up. She looked at me, a bit panicked, but must have realized I hadn't gone anywhere.  
 
    "Yes, she's pretty. But she's also wicked smart and funny. I think she said she was an Army brat. Dad retired, I think." 
 
    "So are you going to ask her out?" I was tempted to introduce myself but figured Jo had been through enough for one day. 
 
    "Maybe, after I get caught up. Not until." She cast one last look at the girl who I noticed had seen her from the flash of a smile I caught.  
 
    Carelian rumbled a loud purr then a whine and wriggled. "Oops, I think I need to let him out for a bit." Outside there were lots of grassy areas. It was the MageTech campus, which meant there were at least some familiars. We headed over that way and I let him down, watching carefully. He looked so tiny compared to everything and everyone, it made me nervous.  
 
    Huh, I didn't realize how much him being in that bag, purring, calmed me down. 
 
    "Well," Jo started, dragging out the word so I glanced at her. "We have me all sorted out. I almost feel hopeful, though I'll need to spend some time tonight installing all this stuff, and maybe your help if the instructions get a bit wonky." 
 
    "Always," I said, having gone back to watching Carelian. He acted like a cat, at least in grooming and bathroom habits. I needed to follow up on the idea that I could teach him to use a toilet. That would make things much nicer.  
 
    "That means you need to deal with your mess; the one you created to help me." She shoulder bumped me a little and I groaned.  
 
    "The temptation to run away is strong. But, you're right. Can't hide or avoid it forever. " Carelian was still investigating and I pulled out my phone and powered it on, cringing back like I expected it to shout at me. 
 
    Beep, beep, ding, ding. 
 
    The sound of alerts and messages continued for a full minute before they stopped. "Huh. Fifty-six text messages, ten voicemails. I really don't know if I care." I looked anyhow. A few from Siab, one each from Niall and Chris, and one verifying my registration code for the MageTech admissions process, the rest from Alixant. His name of Steven burned on my screen. I needed to change it.  
 
    I glanced at the other messages, they were along the lines of Alixant was really mad, though Siab asked if I was okay. I sighed and scrolled through his. Anger, frustration, and demands, all came through the list of texts and I didn't care. I wasn't a slave, not really, and even with a waiver I still got to take personal time. He would just deal. 
 
    I froze when I got to the last text message, locked on the words. 
 
    "Cori? What's wrong?" Jo asked. Carelian had finished his investigations and was rubbing against our legs, but his tail flicked back and forth. I could tell he wanted to chase something. 
 
    I need to take him to a park so he can chase squirrels or something.  
 
    It was an idle thought and I didn't take my eyes off my phone.  
 
    "Cori?" Jo prompted leaning over to see if she could read my screen.  
 
    "He says he apologizes and asks me to come in Monday morning. To enjoy my weekend, but that we need to talk." I said all of it in a flat voice, hardly able to fathom the words. 
 
    "Huh. Well, I guess if you're going to get executed Monday, we should party this weekend?" 
 
    Her irreverent comment made me laugh. "No. You're going to see your parents Sunday and explain all this And I'm going to take Carelian to the park." His ears perked up. "And we are going to spend Saturday getting you all ready to rock the academic world. But," I wiggled my phone in front of her. "Don't you have a class to get to?" 
 
    "Oh, crap." Jo was up and gone before I finished laughing. Trying not to think about the Monday ahead, I went home to look up nearby parks that didn't have dead bodies in them. 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    The Egyptian government has announced they are extending their mandatory service for all magicians. The Middle East already has the severest restrictions on magicians. This extension of a decade for all magicians to twenty years is unexpected. Already the Middle East is one of the few areas where even hedgemages are required to be marked. They also use branding instead of tattoos like every other country under the OMO. ~ History of Magic 
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    The weekend went just as planned. Jo and I fought through updating her computer with new fonts, the audio translation for class texts, the headphones, and the computer software. But once we finished, in one hour she had read, well heard, two chapters and passed the quiz. Something she admitted had taken her three hours before and she couldn't pass because she didn't know which word answers were which. She headed up Sunday and Carelian and I went to the park. He still rarely said anything, but I suspected it was something that wouldn't last. Either way, he chased squirrels but let them go each time, did flips over blowing pieces of paper, and charmed at least three teenage girls.  
 
    Jo came home glowing and she had a lightness about her that made her all but radiant. I just hugged her tight and we got ready for Monday. 
 
    I'd achieved a strange state of apathy regarding Monday. It wasn't that I didn't care but more that nothing else would shatter my balance now. I knew what I wanted, and what I would no longer give up.  
 
    Too bad my stomach didn't listen to my mind as I walked up to the office with Carelian in his pack. I walked in at seven-thirty and the others were already there but what caught my nose was the smell. Fresh coffee and pastries, not donuts but turnovers if my nose was correct, enveloped the room, making it more welcoming than any day prior. Siab and Chris were at the table with coffee in cups, and Niall was standing at the wall display with Alixant. They all turned as I stepped through, making me feel like I had a spotlight on me. 
 
    "Good morning, Cori. Grab some food and take a seat. We'll start in a minute."  
 
    I blinked at Alixant. His tone was polite almost friendly - more than he'd been since this whole thing started. Thrown off kilter, I let Carelian out, stroking his back as I did so. He gave a soft purr then headed over to my chair. I'd woken him from his nap after chasing things under my bed all night. He jumped right, curled into a red ball of fur, and fell asleep in a way I envied. 
 
    Oh sure, keep me up all night, but you get to sleep all day. 
 
    I mentally glared at him and got back the feeling of amused agreement. Shaking myself, I walked over to refill my coffee and grabbed a turnover. My nose had been right, apple and peach. With coffee and turnover in hand I approached the table and sat, feeling unsure.  
 
    I sat and worked on the turnover. I had a habit of peeling them apart. They lasted longer that way and it gave me something to do with my hands. It took another minute, but Niall sat down and nodded at me, with another half smile.  
 
    Okay, have I entered the twilight zone? This is starting to creep me out. 
 
    "I owe everyone an apology, and especially Cori," Alixant stated. His voice was matter of fact, but you could tell he was forcing himself to say the words. The question was why. 
 
    Regardless of the reason, all of us snapped our attention to him. Part of me wanted to watch the others to see if they had expected this, but I couldn't pull my eyes off of him. His shoulders slightly hunched and hands in his trouser pockets, ruining the line of his suit. He reminded me of a boy having to apologize for something. 
 
    "As my agents know, we'd just come off a hard case with a Fire Wizard. All of us had offered up more than usual. We'd seen too many people die and needed a break. They called me in because I'm one of the few merlins in the FBI with any experience with murders."  
 
    All of this was new to me. Somehow I'd thought there were hundreds running around but if I thought about how few people were merlins, why would you waste them all in law enforcement? 
 
    "I went because I figured it would give me a chance to visit my kid sister. She was distraught because her best friend was missing." I felt the coffee in my stomach start to churn. "Jane Tanner." He sighed and sat down. "I hadn't recognized her from the pictures because of the damage, and the fact that I had only met her a few times. My sister Rebecca is eight years younger than me, and it had been at least two-three years since I'd seen Jane. Plus, you add in the fact that her fingerprints had been removed, well until they told me the name, I didn't realize it was the same case." 
 
    He took a swig of coffee and I continued to crumble my turnover into small pieces, unable to work up the energy to put any in my mouth.  
 
    "What all of this means is I've been a bit of an ass lately. Between the stress here, my sister and her grief, and then you, the unexpected magic user who seemed somehow involved, yet you weren't." He grimaced like this hurt but continued. "I was less than professional about this entire thing, especially to you, Cori. I was so sure it involved you, you not being involved made it worse. I should not have treated you the way I did, and I've had a talk with the team. I think they have a better understanding of my fears and why I wanted you here. Granted, at first it was to keep an eye on you, but you aren't a suspect. You just seem to end up in the worst possible place, at the worst or best possible moment, depending on how you look at it." 
 
    Alixant cleared his throat and took another drink, then looked at me. "I promise more professionalism and a better understanding of each other." 
 
    All the decisions I'd made all weekend, rose up. It would be so easy to just give in, duck my head, and be a good little girl. So very easy.  
 
    I grabbed on to the resolutions I'd made. "Thank you. I was having issues with all this. But none of that changes the fact that I am useless here. I get that as a mage, I have rules I have to follow, including education and the draft, but I haven't started yet and I don't know anything. Not really. So why am I here? And why did I have to give up my job?" That last statement may have been a bit plaintive. I saw Carelian lift his head and look at me, then tuck it back into his paws. 
 
    Alixant rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. "Because I wanted to punish you, since I didn't have anyone else to lash out at." 
 
    His brutal honestly took me aback, and from the tiny squeak from Siab, I got the feeling she was just as surprised.  
 
    "I don't think I can get your job back and when this asshole strikes again, I will need you. I hoped the pay was enough to at least make up a little bit for all of this." 
 
    "Oh, it helps. But still, once this is over, I have at least four months until school starts and I don't have a family supporting me. I really don't want to take out loans. The Mage Draft only covers tuition and housing, not food, clothes, etc. Heck, even after school starts and for the next few years, I'm going to need to be able to work just so I can feed myself." 
 
    "Point. I'll see what I can do. But until then, will you help us? Work with us?" 
 
    Like I could say no. What? I'm going to let some insane lunatic run around killing people and not try to help? 
 
    I didn't say that, but I did say the other part. "That’s fine, but I don't know what I'm doing. I know nothing about how to use my abilities. I don't have any magic that is going to help you find him." 
 
    "No, but you can help with the planes and stop them from ripping and pouring into the world. We are seeing a spike already. If it happens again, we may start getting repeat emergences." He looked like he was about to say something else but flicked his hand as if tossing it away. "I'll see about getting you some training on the planes. A head start on schooling if you will." 
 
    Before I could reply, Chris spoke up. "With that said, we think we have a lead on who the perp is." 
 
    The reaction was like an electric current going through the room as we all snapped our attention to Chris, who had a little self-satisfied smirk on his face.  
 
    "Spill," the polite voice was gone, the hard, demanding man I knew was back.  
 
    "I spent all day Sunday with your sister Rebecca, going over Jane's planner, her emails, and her phone bill. Her phone is still missing but we have her phone bill. Unfortunately, like most users, she did everything via her apps. We can see data usage, but not much else. The only text messages were between her and Rebecca." 
 
    He typed and images appeared on screen. "Per Rebecca, she had headed down to Savannah for a long weekend before coming back to Atlanta. It was just a break from everything as her mage draft assignment began September 1st. She'd talked to Jane on the drive down, and had mentioned maybe going out that weekend but nothing specific. She received two texts from Jane while she was in Savannah, way less than normal, but they seemed like things she would say." 
 
    Up on the screen an image resolved of a phone text message screen. "The green is Rebecca, the gray Jane." 
 
    Green: Got in, talk tomorrow. 
 
    Gray: Hey, busy day today, will be out of pocket – ttfn 
 
    Green: still out running around? 
 
    Gray: sorry, have a date later. Truby's tonight. 
 
    Green: I know him? 
 
    Gray: Tell you all about later – ta 
 
    Chris started up after we had time to absorb the words. "The problem is, we figure Jane was killed about two hours after Rebecca hung up with her. She said she didn't remember Jane mentioning meeting anyone, just heading out for dinner, but not a date. The text messages here were all sent after Jane had been dead for a day or more." 
 
    The way he said it made my spine crawl.  
 
    "He used her phone to send texts?" I asked. I knew the answer, but that level of creepiness was more disturbing than any body I'd found. Even if you added crabs. 
 
    "Yes. We got pings off of towers for those messages, but they were both in places where the MARTA goes by, so there isn't much we can glean from there." 
 
    Alixant seemed to sag as he glowered at Chris. "Then how is this a lead? Other than we know he has, or at least had, her phone." 
 
    The smile the crossed Chris's face made him look like a wolf who has cornered his prey. "Because I went through every person Jane had mentioned to Rebecca in the past year and scrutinized all her social media. Then I pulled up everything about the people on the boat. Jane was probably the first, but if they are the same killer, then they should have something in common. And we found it." This created a repeat of the electricity that went through the room. 
 
    Another image appeared on the wall. A man in his late twenties, nice enough looking I guessed, but he seemed a bit nerdy and even in this picture, taken by the OMO for his ID, he seemed desperate.  
 
    "Who is he?" Alixant asked. He wasn't asking the name, which was clear on the idea that had appeared next to the picture, but what mattered. Who was this person? 
 
    "Meet Paul Goins. He is a Fire Wizard, age twenty-eight, just finished his draft service about six months ago, where he was assigned to the fire jumpers emergency response squad." I blinked and looked at the man. It might be biased, but most fire jumpers I'd seen interviewed were people who got a kick out of an adrenalin rush. This guy, with his skinny frame, pale complexion, and down turned mouth, didn't look like he'd want to do anything that required physical effort.  
 
    "How was he assigned that?" Alixant must have had the same reaction I did. 
 
    "Reading through the notes in the file, sheer need. His reviews all had the same phrase 'Does exactly what is required' and I can't find that he made any friends while there." 
 
    "Four years is a long time to stay at a job you're where ill suited." 
 
    "Well, the last year they got another mage, and moved him over to the R&D people doing vulcanology experiments. From what I can intuit, he hated it there as much as he had at the jumper school, but what was interesting was what happened there."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    The draft is usually regarded as a good thing, but not all personalities or choices work well. But then that can be said of any profession. In the end, you get out of it what you put into it, both good and bad. ~ OMO Interview 
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    Chris drew out his words out like an expert storyteller, and even recognizing that, I leaned forward a bit, wanting to hear the rest. "They were in Hawaii, studying the erupting volcano Kīlauea. Now Paul is not an earth mage. The best vulcanologists are merlins with both Fire and Earth, though they're rare." 
 
    My mind flashed to Shay. I knew he was Earth, but what was his second? It took me a second, before I remembered it was Time. So the odds were, he wouldn't have known Paul but I still couldn't get away from the idea of pinging Shay about this guy. I pulled out my phone and made a note, then turned my attention back to Chris.  
 
    "He was supposed to warn them when lava started moving so they could get people and equipment moved out in time. From the notes in the file, the volcano had an unexpected mini-eruption that caught everyone off guard and lava trapped three team members. They couldn't get to them. From all accounts it was a slow death as they were cooked alive. A side note mentioned that three planar rips appeared, small but real, though no one took much notice of them. They collapsed soon after the three died. There was a strange burst of energy that emerged right before the rips collapsed that cooled the lava to stone, but not in time. They had a Psychic that spent most of her time between screaming and sobbing as she felt them die." His tone had lost the storyteller vibe, instead had a grimness to it that made my heart ache. "His service debt ended three months later. What caught my attention was this note in his file." Another image appeared on the screen of a report with big red letters stamped across the top - "Service Fulfilled". 
 
    It felt odd to see the personal details of another person's draft service, but then I knew intimate details of many people at this point, so maybe it was just the way it was.  
 
    "This was what his supervisor noted as he left," Chris said, then read aloud the comment, which helped as the supervisors handwriting was atrocious. "Paul did an adequate job, and the findings of the investigation into the volcano accident verified he had no prior knowledge. I still find it odd however, that in the last few months, he has been more energetic and been more willing to make offerings to help our mission than before. If anything, he seemed gleeful after the tragedy. This disturbs me but I can't find anything else in his actions to indicate anything untoward besides an idiosyncratic reaction to the deaths of his coworkers." 
 
    Chris looked up at us, and I knew he'd made the same conclusions I had. "It is my belief that Paul Goins had a second emergence in the presence of the planar rips that boosted his power and he is seeking to replicate it." 
 
    I followed the logic and it made my blood crawl in my veins.  
 
    "He realized the slow death of mages would rip the planes. He tried first with Jane, but her solo death wasn't enough. He then tried again with three and what? It didn't work? He wanted more power? Then he jumped to nine?" 
 
    "Do they record planar rips anywhere?" I asked, suddenly curious.  
 
    Siab tilted her head. "I don't know. The only stable ones are the ones at Area 51. The OMO monitors them 24 hours a day. But I've never heard of anything that can detect or monitor rips in real time or even after the fact." She had already started typing before she finished speaking. 
 
    "What if it did work?" I asked and managed not to flinch when Alixant looked at me. 
 
    "What do you mean? If it did work, why would he still be trying to replicate it? I could feel the magic pouring out of those people, but they were all hedgies." He caught his voice and cussed. "Anyone drafted would be a magician or higher. Chris, what were the ranks of the three people that died?" 
 
    It took Chris a minute, and while he looked, I went to see if I could find contact information for Shay. I didn't have any but I shot Laurel Amosen a note, asking her if she could ask him to call or text me. I was positive she had his info. 
 
    "Got it. Two were archmages, the third was a wizard." 
 
    "Relatively high ranking. But if it is the amount of power that matters, he may have originally played with ritual to see about amplifying the amount of power, then decided to go with volume over ritual? We already know it works but what happened at the park?" Alixant looked at me. "Did the rips occur there?" 
 
    I started to snap back with a retort, but I paused and thought back, comparing the sensations between the oddness at the park that day and the scene in the convention.  
 
    "No. They were there, but they didn't tear. They felt," I struggled to come up with an explanation of what I had felt now that I had something to compare it with. "Like balloons that were being filled with water and about to burst, but they weren't there yet. At the convention they hit it and exploded, but I didn't really notice until after going over what happened." I hated to admit it, but him making us sit down that Tuesday and write out every detail, what we felt or sensed, even if we weren't sure, had helped.  
 
    He nodded. He had a faraway look in his eyes as he obviously wasn't seeing us. "Let's make a lot of assumptions. Three mages, two arch and one wiz, were enough to create planar rips. One hedge wasn't. Chris, the nine on the boat, were they related to Paul? How?" 
 
    "That took a bit, but it turns out they were all members of the same society at college. Not noted as friends but they were all there." Chris raised his hand before Alixant could say anything. "And before you ask, some were, some weren't. Three hedges, four non-magic, two wizards." 
 
    "Huh." Alixant leaned back. "We don't know if that worked or not but the supposition is not. So he went for quantity, but why target specifically hedges? Did we ever figure out how?" 
 
    "Yes," Siab said with a grin. "A contest and a lot more than just the twenty-seven showed up but only those were pulled into the illusion. The rest kept looking for the contest. We got the notifications off a few phones. Fingerprint access really makes hacking phones easy." She shrugged. "As to the hedges, apparently that was what the contest was geared towards." 
 
    "Most hedges don't flaunt their magic. And they might not have enough power to stop him. Maybe it was easier to get them than an archmage, remembering they needed to die slowly," I pointed out, even as icy prickles ran up my spine at how easily I talked about people dying slowly. 
 
    "True. I guess that part doesn't really matter. But we know twenty-seven hedgies wasn't enough, but the number in the ballroom was." 
 
    I tugged at my hair, thinking as he talked. 
 
    "That means he might try again as we're pretty sure only Cori emerged there, even though it may have triggered more people to emerge. Siab, can you make sure to get a memo to the OMO with all our recordings and information and point out that planar rips can encourage emergences. That is their problem, not mine, and I'm not wasting my time tracking that down." She nodded as he kept talking, scribbling a note to herself. "Okay next step?" 
 
    "Waiting for the warrant to toss his place. I put in for it this morning once I received the final bit of information. I'm hoping to get it approved by sometime after lunch. The judge has been prepped by Detective Stone." Niall said, flipping through information. "He has a team on standby to go with us. They have techs to tear the place apart." 
 
    I wrinkled my nose at the name. He hadn't impressed me.  
 
    "Excellent. Then we have a plan and suspect. Keep double checking, just in case it is someone else, but right now we have a good path forward." 
 
    An aura of suffused excitement filled the room, but I felt strangely excluded by it. I had nothing to do with tossing this guy's place, and I hated feeling like a dead weight. I turned my gaze on Alixant and waited.  
 
    He must have felt my eyes on him as he looked up and half smirked. It made me wonder how many women fell for that self-deprecating look. Even I softened a bit, but not enough to go away. No longer would I be passive in my own life.  
 
    He got up and dropped in the seat next to me.  
 
    "So what now, Alixant? The warrant isn't anything that involves me and I'm spinning my wheels here." 
 
    I expected attitude, but he'd apparently been sincere in his statement. "You can call me Steve or Steven you know." 
 
    I mutely shook my head. Stupid, but I still had issues calling anyone that. With luck I'd never really care or get involved with anyone named that. It would be uncomfortable. 
 
    "Ah, I see. Very well. You're right, I don't want you anywhere near that apartment but I do need you to think about planar rips and how to seal them." 
 
    "Which would be how?" I didn't keep the stress or exasperation out of my voice, didn't even try. 
 
    "Well by closing them. But I'm well aware that is easier said than done, so I've asked someone in to help." 
 
    I shrugged. "Okay. But you know I haven't heard anything about how to catch this guy. He sounds dangerous but how do we catch him." 
 
    "People have patterns and go to what they know unconsciously. If we are lucky, we'll find something that will give us a clue. Otherwise," His jaw clenched as he gave me a level stare. "We wait until people start dropping and react. Which is why I must ask, even if I am being an ass, please don't kill your phone again. We have the police on alert to grab team members as soon as we have an idea. So please stay relatively available. As to the rest of what you mentioned. I'll remove the waiver on you as soon as we catch this guy. I'll warn you, trying to work while going to school is difficult, especially as mage. It's why the government covers so much and expects the families to fill in the rest. Don't you have any support?" 
 
    I looked him dead in the eye. "No. So I need to work. If I have four months, the more I work, the more I'll be able to save and lessen what I need to do once I start. We do get summers off, right?" I hadn't thought to ask Jo that as she had started just this fall. 
 
    "Technically you can, though most take some classes to try and get through sooner. Every program and school is slightly different. You'll need to talk it over with admissions." 
 
    I nodded. "We need to catch this guy soon then. Wait." I thought about the money and gave a bitter laugher. "I just dawned on me, I'm making more sitting here doing nothing than working as an EMT." 
 
    Alixant blew out a breath. "Let's get this guy first, then we'll talk. But about your planar rips? I've asked an expert to come in and work with you. While Spirit can seal, Chaos can open rips, at least small ones. I'd like you to get some experience learning how to close them." His phone chimed and he pulled it up. "Oh good, my expert is here. Hopefully she'll be able to let you practice on a small scale and then maybe you'll have a chance at the larger ones if it comes to that." He rose as he spoke and headed to the door. "I'll be right back." 
 
    I sat there, staring at nothing as I tried to wrap my head around it. I needed to do some budgeting and figure out how much I needed. And here I thought I'd been past that. It had a lot to do with my reluctance. Another four to five years of scrimping and scraping didn't sound fun at all.  
 
    "Come on in, I'm sure Cori will be delighted to meet you." I heard Alixant talking and I turned in my chair and froze as I saw the woman we'd run into Friday smiling at me, like she'd won the lottery. 
 
    "Oh, we've met, but I'm delighted for the opportunity to get to know her better," Indira all but purred.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    China's emperor is a merlin, proof he is the son of heaven. Their society is still feudal in structure, though very technically advanced, and has one of the few known non-earth familiars. The Dragon of China is the familiar of the Qin Dynasty Emperor and when it comes time for him to die or is dying, the familiar selects the successor from the available merlins from that family. Oddly it has worked without flaw for the last five hundred years. ~ History of Magic 
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    "One of the skills Chaos mages have under Entropy is the creation of planar rips, though to do more than make a micro-rip you need usually to be at least an archmage," Indira's soft silky voice purred. It was driving me nuts. I suspected that it was supposed to turn me on, make me interested, or captivate me. In all honesty it made my skin crawl. 
 
    "Okay, but what is the purpose of making the planar tears?" I asked. We were outside the office building in a nice patio like area that was rather big and spacious. It made we wish we had an area like this in the apartment complex. Carelian was trying to climb a tree and I kept glancing at him. I was worried if he got too far up he'd get trapped and I'd have to go rescue him. Since they were Bartlett Pears, they would not hold my weight.  
 
    "Practical? None that I know of," Indira admitted. Her full name was Indira Amira Humbert, a widow, and full-time professor at the college. The way she had announced she was a widow unfortunately made me think of black widow spiders, and I worried she had me on the menu for her next romantic meal. "We often do it in laboratory settings to measure and run experiments. We compare most of those against readings at Area 51 to see if anything can be gleaned." 
 
    When she wasn't trying the vamp act, she had a lot to say and I suspect made an interesting lecturer.  
 
    "All of this I'll learn in class?" 
 
    She pursed her lips and shrugged. "Maybe. It depends on what you study. But since you have a touch of Chaos," Her hand drifted up towards my temple and I pulled back, more out of instinct than anything else. "You may find that you are interested in what you can do with that ability." 
 
    A meow caught my attention and I looked up to find Carelian staring at us, blazing green eyes watching us from the leaves of the tree. "Don't get stuck up there. I don't want to have to try and rescue you." 
 
    ~I never get stuck,~ the offended comment rang in my mind and I blinked, looking up at him, my eyes narrowing. 
 
    He's smarter than we think. I'm going to have to watch him. 
 
    "You've never been around familiars much, have you?" Indira’s comment pulled my attention away. I looked at her, taking in her pose, more artful and less obvious than Jo, but still a pose.  
 
    "No. Have you?" I was curious, and maybe she'd relax a little. Anything to quit this weird game I didn't know how to play.  
 
    "My husband. He had a familiar, an avian." She glanced up at Carelian and smiled. "Yours is very young, truly the kitten it appears. Don't be worried if it seems young or rather quiet. As he gets older, though he won't age quite as fast as a real animal, I suspect you'll wish he would be quiet more." 
 
    ~Humph,~ Carelian muttered. I looked up, but he was already moving away, tail twitching as he stalked something I couldn't see.  
 
    "Back to planar rips. While we proved that magic came into this world by the rips, and they have a tendency to appear and disappear, the three at Area 51 are the only know semi- permanent ones and one of the few where rips to all three planes are present." 
 
    The way she said that had me grabbing my phone and texting Chris a question. *What were the classes of the mages?* I had a niggling theory that scrabbled at the back of my mind. Nothing concrete yet, but it would be interesting. *and the counts of mages at the park, I mean how many of each class?* 
 
    "But they monitor those constantly. Can't you just research on those?" 
 
    "They are researching them. The OMO doesn't share easily, but some information is available. They also don't let scientists in often." She shrugged an elegant movement that called to mind Elsba. It was just as fluid and somehow more discomfiting.  
 
    "So back to me. You're going to create rips and I'm going to seal them?" 
 
    "Essentially. The rips I'll create are small and only to one plane at a time." She lowered her eye lids, peering up at me through her long dark lashes. "Then, you seal them closed with your magic," she purred out the words while making a languid snap of her fingers. The motion had her leaning forward to provide a view of her generous cleavage, and hints of a candy red bra. 
 
    I didn't have any issue with undergarments. I wore my own and preferred the pretty lacy ones. But other than doing the laundry and pulling out what Jo wore, which were either plain and practical or fancy and barely there, looking at other women's bras held no attraction for me. I mean, I wasn't disgusted, I just didn't care. 
 
    But I did. Her actions were making my skin crawl.  
 
    "Just think, I open, you close." Her purr and innuendo laden voice made me snap. 
 
    Figuratively and literally.  
 
    "Okay, enough. You are creeping me the hell out. Stop it or I'm gone." I had pulled back and was about to leave as her whole attitude made me just more uncomfortable than being kissed by Danny Lane as a freshman.  
 
    She sat up, blinking at me, then in what seemed like magic, her whole body changed. She straightened, her shoulders firming, becoming stronger, the softness of her face hardening, and her gaze became more direct, losing its sensual nature. I stared at the woman sitting in front of me. While still dressed in the same clothes, but she came across as a completely different person.  
 
    "Not into women or just me?" her voice was frank and remotely curious. Gone was the soft sensual tilt of words or the hint of innuendo. 
 
    "Both? Either?" I stammered out, still trying to figure out what I'd seen. 
 
    "Oh well. The information was you were living with a known lesbian, so we figured you were probably lesbian or bi." Indira tilted her head looking at me. "But you really are just friends, aren't you?" 
 
    "Yes. Why?" Now I had no idea what was going on. Who was this woman? I glanced around for Carelian and tried to decide if I should run. I should have spent more time practicing magic, and not just reading about it. My hair had been growing like crazy, but I hadn't thought of using any of it. 
 
    She gave me a wry smile and settled back on the bench. "Merlins are a small group. We talk about each other a lot, but you are of particular interest. I was asked if I could seduce you since they thought you preferred women. Obviously that didn't work. I'm sure someone will ask Steven to try his hand at some point." Her half shrug didn't bug me this time, it looked like a shrug, not a sexual movement.  
 
    "Why would someone want you to seduce me?" I felt like I was asking stupid questions, but none of this made sense. "And why think I was a lesbian?" I was oddly insulted on Jo's behalf. She could do much better than me and the idea of Alixant trying to be sexy with me made me want to gag. I might be able to tolerate him but like him? I still didn't know. 
 
    "To control you, get you to bend to various groups’ interests more easily. But mostly to encourage you to give us access to the mansion." She rolled her shoulders. "Oh well. You really aren't my type anyhow. Your roommate prompted the preference speculation, that and no one had reported you drooling over Steven or Niall." Her smile was quick and full of white teeth. "I would love Steven to put through the paces. I bet he's very good." Her voice seemed more real this time and even while the idea did nothing for me, I could at least quirk a smile.  
 
    "And which mansion?" something vague stuck in my mind but I couldn't pull it forward.  
 
    She shook her head. "Never mind. Just be aware you are of great interest to very many people. For now though, planar rips." Indira spoke in a clear voice with a hint of a smile and all the posturing disappeared. I relaxed and even Carelian decided to show up and learn. 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest. I needed to know which interest group she represented but before I could ask her about that, she snapped her fingers and I felt reality tear. I'd felt it before, I'd just not realized what those sensations meant. But now, seeing a tear in the reality of space, time so close to me and Carelian went almost statue still. Now I could associate the feeling with what it meant. The ripple of ice and the jab of pain my skull. Quick, transient, I'd never paid that much attention before. Now I knew to pay very close attention.  
 
    While I still wanted, needed, to follow up on all the questions her comments had raised, the little tear in reality demanded all my attention. 
 
    "What do you feel?" She asked, in a normal voice, thank the merlins.  
 
    "An icy feeling with a sharp stab that went away." I knew that was the sensations, but it didn't make much sense. 
 
    "That sounds similar. Once you identify the feeling, you then link it to planar rips opening. Have you felt it before?" 
 
    I barely had to think about that. "Sure, I always assumed it was a headache. Swift stab of pain and then nothing. As long as I can remember."  
 
    Or since I emerged at twelve. 
 
    That thought was bleak.  
 
    "Then you've been feeling planar rips appear for a long time. As far as anyone has reported, there is not any difference in sensation level between a tiny rip like that," she pointed at the rip in air between us, "and a major tear like what is at Area 51. Which is good. If the sensations were comparable, anyone alive when those ripped open would have died on the spot." 
 
    A strange thought flitted across my mind: Maybe most spirit mages had this awareness, which is why we were so rare. I let the thought go, in favor of another one.  
 
    "You've seen them?" 
 
    She nodded, a shudder rippling through her body. "Yes. They feel like looking into gaping maws of hell, but-" Indira broke off and shook her head. "But it doesn't matter. Some day you can travel there yourself and decide what they mean. Now I want you to try and close that rip in space." 
 
    I had so many questions I wanted to ask. What happened if it stayed open? What was on the other side? Could I touch it? Reach through and experience the other planes? 
 
    Instead I went with what we seemed to be focused on—the here and now. 
 
    "How do I do that?" 
 
    She gave a wry smile. "I was afraid you would ask that. Here is what I've been told, reach out and feel the rip, feel the breadth and size of it, then you'll know what it will involve to seal it; how much your offering will be." 
 
    I lifted up my hand to touch it. Indira grabbed my wrist hard in a hard, tight grip even as Carelian growled. I didn't know if he growled at me or her. 
 
    "Touch it with your mind. Feel it. Touching it physically can have unforeseen side effects." 
 
    I swallowed and pulled my hand away. Then I stared at the rip, trying to figure out how to touch something with my mind. 
 
    I swear, if everything at college is this much mumbo jumbo, I'm going to go insane. At least the certification training was all concrete and nothing fuzzy wuzzy. 
 
    I couldn't feel it, not really, but the longer I stared at it, the more I could sense a hole. Kinda like when your tooth falls out. No matter what, your tongue gets drawn to the hole. I realized there was the same sort of sensation in my mind, to the right, where the stab of pain had come from. Something I wanted to seal up.  
 
    I started to ask how I would seal it, but I could see how. Well not really, but more sense it. There was a zipper, at least that was how my mind interpreted it. I found the tab of the zipper and pulled. I expected resistance, but instead there was a question of an offer. It felt like a question or a trade and I knew without having to think about it, it would cost me 4,321 molecules. Which would be about a quarter inch of a single strand of hair. 
 
    How in the world? 
 
    My stunned thought held me frozen and confused. But I remembered a question, this same feeling, asking me for the cost with the man up the ladder. Then I'd shoved it away, agreeing without thought, without paying attention to the feeling, to the question. I'd just given. Same thing with the murder ball. It had asked, but I'd batted it away, agreeing without paying attention.  
 
    My skin crawled, trying to figure out how could I have not paid attention. The feeling was so subtle, so shallow, that if I wasn't paying attention to the sensation, I'm not sure I would have even noticed. The cost was so low I would still just dismiss it. 
 
    I pulled my attention outward, my mental fingers still on the zipper of the portal and looked at Indira. "Is the agreement of the offering more noticeable the higher the cost?" 
 
    She gave me a half smile. "Good job. Most don't think about that until their senior year. Yes and no. If you have yards of hair and it will cost you half of it, a huge offering. It won't be as demanding, as if you have hair like yours and it will cost you a finger. When you offer living body parts you'll learn to agree to the offering and then direct it. There is an entire year in college about nothing more than how to offer and choose the offering." 
 
    "Huh," I muttered and pulled my attention back to that zipper. I sent an assent, and the zipper flowed with my thought, sealing the rip. It was so easy and I'd expected to have to struggle.  
 
    I opened my eyes and the weird rip in the sky was gone. I poked at it mentally, then with my hand. Indira didn't stop me and when I was sure it was gone, I turned to look at her. "Can you make bigger ones? And do you control what plane they open up to?" 
 
    Her elegant eyebrow arched up at me and she shrugged. "Usually I just let which ever plane is closest to us open, but I keep them very small. Otherwise, there is the chance of something that isn't a familiar coming out." 
 
    "What? Does that happen? Things come out like that?" 
 
    Indira smirked at me - half amused and half pitying. "Where do you think unicorns and dragons come from?" 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    While no mage can hold an elected office, they are often the advisor's and temporary fill ins for those offices, working around the law. With many mages staying in public service after their draft term is met, there is a disproportionate numbers of mages to non in the government halls. This is concerning to many and something OMO is taking seriously. ~ OMO Interview. 
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    Try as I might, she avoided every attempt to find out more about who wanted hooks into me. Instead she made me recognize, locate, and tell her the plane of every rip she created. We'd been at it for two hours when a noise made me look up as Alixant headed our way. 
 
    He gave Indira a warm smile, and the siren appeared just for a second, smiling a sultry smile at him, then he turned to me. "We got the warrant approved but go home. I'll call if they find anything but somehow I don't think it will be that easy."  
 
    With that, he was gone. And it wasn't that easy. 
 
    For the rest of the week nothing changed. They found nothing conclusive, no journal, no social media accounts gloating about his new power, but he had left in a hurry. That left me once again twiddling my thumbs. Well, not quite as much. Alixant apparently thought the world of Indira and had me meeting with her Tuesday and Thursday, practicing the portal closing. I was getting better quickly and even the largest they dared to open, about six inches wide, didn't cost more than a single strand of hair. I didn't think I'd get why most people were so stingy with their magic. 
 
    Mondays I spent in the office and got caught up on their progress, which wasn't much, though Chris verified one thing for me. The three mages had each had a different class. When we looked at the park, only two of them had been spirit mages, the rest almost split between Chaos and Order. From the interviews it looked like there had been about twenty percent Spirit at the convention. 
 
    My thoughts were that you needed all three to be dying, which is why it worked. It wasn't the number of people; it was the power and balance of the classes. No one disagreed, which didn't mean I was right but it didn't mean I was wrong either.  
 
    The next two weeks went by with me either practicing, or fighting with the school. Jo was doing much better and I hadn't realized how depressed she'd been until she wasn't. Mostly I tried to not feel like an idiot. Niall was at the point he was almost friendly and Siab was a kick. I'd actually miss seeing her every day. Other than that, I enjoyed collecting pay for not doing a damn thing but since I had so much free time, Jo made me use our gym membership and work out. Which I hated. 
 
    Friday evening we were at the gym and I almost wanted to beg to go out with her friends, but I needed to build muscle. I'd been putting on weight and had curves, but I wanted to be able to lug all the books around I'd need next year without dying. So I was here. Under protest.  
 
    "Hey," Jo puffed. "You have plans Sunday?" She was on the Stairmaster, going up them faster than I could have done with zombies chasing me. I was greatly regretting my desire to get more in shape as I slogged through my time on the elliptical. Evil machine. 
 
    "Uh," I tried to remember my schedule through the haze of exhaustion. "Yeah. The funeral for Jane." I had to go. I needed to put closure to this one and maybe the nightmares would stop. Odd that out of all the deaths I'd seen, this was the one that still haunted me. The look her face, the face they had to do reconstruction on to match to identification photos. Anything to try to help wipe it away from my memories. 
 
    "Oh well. Papi won tickets to the SEC game this weekend. He's got six. Mami, Stinky, and Paolo are going. Marco had other plans." I could hear the wicked smile in her voice. "If he isn't careful, mami is going to start wedding plans. He's taking his girlfriend away for a weekend in Helen." Helen, Georgia was a town north of Atlanta that was all in a Bavarian style from the buildings to the stuff they sold. It was a fun getaway but living there would have driven me crazy. Cute scalloped eaves and everything else was not my personal design taste. I might still be working on exactly what styles I liked, but I knew for sure that wasn't it.  
 
    I had to laugh. "Yes, she will be. Good for him. But nah, you go. I've got the funeral, then I wanted to work on more school stuff. I’m trying to get out of some classes and I need to write an argument as to why I should be excluded. You'd think my degrees and certifications would be enough of a reason." I was still annoyed at that but because people so rarely went from one to the other, they were balking. That was something else I'd talk to Alixant about if it didn't quit being a pain. I'd have time Sunday. "Why don't you ask Sable?" 
 
    I heard the muffled sound from her and didn't even try to hide my smile as I kept on elipticalling. Was that even a word?  
 
    "You think she'd come?" 
 
    "I think you've been talking about her non-stop, that you text her most evenings, and that since she responds at least as fast as you do, she might be interested. Introducing her to your family as a first date might be extreme but if she's a keeper you might as well throw her into the deep end." 
 
    "Hmm. I'll think about it." 
 
    Ha, I bet she is texting her before we even make it to the locker rooms. 
 
    I won that mental bet thirty minutes later as I dragged my wet noodle body back to the locker room. 
 
    "She said she'd love to but to be aware she was wearing orange." 
 
    "And what color will you be wearing?" 
 
    "Neither. I don't like yellow and refuse to wear orange. Papi however will be decked out in orange, which means mami will be. All them." She rolled her eyes as she grabbed her stuff out of the locker. We headed home to our own showers and a half hour later I was in bed, sound asleep while she finished listening to some of her texts.  
 
    Sunday morning I got dressed in funeral clothes while Jo tried to decide what to wear to be sexy, comfortable, parents appropriate, and the right attire for a football game. 
 
    Her room looked like a tornado had gone through it. "You are a clothes horse, you know that." 
 
    "Of course I am. With this body I need to display it properly. Make men weep at what they can't have and make women drool." Her comeback lacked its normal zest as she dug through another set of clothes. 
 
    "You're over stressing. She's seen you most days. Wear cute jeans, boots, hair in a ponytail, and one of your favorite t-shirts, one with a v-neck. You'll look awesome, you always do." 
 
    She paused and lifted her head, looking at me for reassurance. "You sure?" 
 
    "Dang, you must really like her. I've never seen you this freaked out. Yes, I'm sure." My phone beeped at me. "And I have to go. Let me know who wins." I grabbed a big purse I'd bought. It was almost nice, but bigger than anything I'd have normally gotten but Carelian fit in it nicely, for now. At three weeks, he'd almost doubled in size and I was starting to worry he'd be the size of a German Shepherd before he quit growing. While he still fit in the carry bag on my chest, I refused to wear that to a funeral. 
 
    "Come on. We have a funeral to go to." 
 
    He still didn't talk much, but all the books I read backed up what Indira had mentioned. If you got a baby familiar, and he had been barely past the milk stage, they started out relatively quiet, but soon talked much more. I thought it was odd that even young he'd seemed much older than his equivalent human age, but I wouldn't argue. We'd already started on the toilet training - or more accurately, using the toilet instead of the litter box. But he needed to get bigger before it was easy for him. 
 
    The rideshare waited outside for me and the day was already heating up. Fall didn't really start in Georgia until late October, if then. So the day, at ten A.M., was already at ninety and getting warmer.  
 
    The driver looked askance at Carelian then glanced at my face and got even more pale. I never could figure out if it was that I was a merlin, or that my tattoo looked altered, which had heavy penalties for both the mage and tattoo artist. Either way, it wasn't anything a driver needed to worry about. 
 
    I arrived at the funeral home early. That driver had treated every yellow as a reason to accelerate leaving me closing my eyes for most of the ride. Funeral homes were all depressingly similar. I made my way in and stayed in the background as people milled around. Thinking about everything we'd talked about in the meetings, I people watched, keeping an eye out for our unsub. Even the language they used put you at a distance and it made me uncomfortable. 
 
    Now that is an interesting thought. Why does unsub make me feel uncomfortable, but patient or victim doesn't? 
 
    Carelian lay at my feet while I turned over the concepts in my head. I'd been there about fifteen minutes when Alixant walked in, Niall and Siab with him, and a young woman I didn't know. They headed my way, so I didn't worry about getting up and heading towards them. 
 
    Does the man have radar to know where I am at all times? I mean really. 
 
    It was a valid thought. The place wasn't packed, but there had to be about fifty people there already and I was against the wall wearing a dark blue blouse, black slacks, my quietly professional black shoes, and a bright maroon bag. It was the only color they had. 
 
    "Cori," he said as he walked up, the woman with them. "I wanted to introduce you to my sister, Becca. Becca this is Cori Munroe, the Spirit Merlin I mentioned." 
 
    "Ah, you're the one that found Jane? The one that is going to help them catch the asshole that killed her?" The venom in her voice was actually refreshing compared to the studied calmness from all the agents. Her hair was the same dark brown as Alixant's and her widow's peak looked better on her than on him, giving her an aristocratic elegance I could never hope to achieve. With dark brown eyes and a long, burgundy dress, she looked like someone who had stepped down from a painting, she was so regal. Her tattoo, brown and dark blue, indicated she was an Earth mage but the grief in the lines around the corners of her mouth and eyes, made her human. 
 
    I stood and shook her hand. "Hi. Yes, I found Jane. I'm so sorry. I don't know about the stopping the guy, but I will help if I can." 
 
    "That is good enough. And thank you. I hate the idea of her dying with no one there." Her grip was tight, almost painful, but I could tell it was from emotions, not anger or anything else. 
 
    "Come on, the service is beginning," Niall said, turning as people streamed into the main area. 
 
    We headed that way, Carelian jumped into the bag and I lifted it. He was still too small to walk with this many people. Getting trampled would not be fun. The idea of him getting hurt at all made my stomach twist. As a group we went in and listened to the story of a girl's life cut short before she had a chance to be anything, and all I could do was thinking of Jo being the one nailed against that tree.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    While religions and faith still exist, America holds little resemblance to the world of pilgrims started. Magic made too many miracles the recourse of men, and being able to talk to the dead shattered many of the beliefs of heaven and hell. While there is a resurgence in Wicca and other religions, for the most part Rome is now a figurehead of a religion that many give only lip service too. ~ History of Magic 
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    No one spoke on the drive to the burial site. I rode with Alixant and Rebecca. I slipped into the backseat before anyone could protest and I occupied myself with petting Carelian, who purred loud enough Rebecca glanced back at him and smiled. It was the first smile I'd seen it on her all day. I got the feeling she was a fierce friend, as fierce as Jo. I hated the fact that my mind immediately went to imagining how Jo would react if someone killed me. My hand tightened on Carelian at that thought. I needed to make sure she never had to face that. The thought of her face as lined with grief as Becca's made me ill.  
 
    The funeral was somber. From here I could see her family, while during the service itself I couldn't, though I heard a few people muttering about no viewing. 
 
    They don't know how glad they should be. None of her family should have their last view of her like that.  
 
    I watched Rebecca hug Jane's parents as tears wet her cheeks and I glanced at Alixant. What I saw erased the remainder of my resentment. Pain, grief, sorrow, and a determination that made his profile seem chiseled in stone. Right then he could have modeled for a bust and driven the artist world crazy with the emotions it would have held. 
 
    She walked back and joined us. Chris had another commitment, but from what they had said, no one expected Paul Goins to attend. It was doubtful Jane meant, or had meant, much to him. She was a means to an end, and his goal must be more power. It was the only thing that made sense.  
 
    It made me wonder what his family history was. I knew I was running from my parents. While my desired profession, EMT, was in direct correlation to all the people I found hurt or dying, it also helped that being an EMT nothing to do with their careers, not even close. Avoiding them still drove me even when fighting with the choices of classes for the next few years and trying to decide what degree I wanted. 
 
    "Would it be against your ethics if I asked for a favor from the FBI merlin?" I asked as we walked back towards the waiting cars. 
 
    "OOh, hear that Stevie? You are famous," his sister teased, even though her face still was damp from tears. 
 
    I flinched at the nickname but kept a half smile on my face, shifting my bag with Carelian in it from one hand to the other.  
 
    "I don't know what you could want from me, Cori. But ask." He seemed both amused and curious. 
 
    "I'm having issues with MageTech. They are saying my job experience and previous classes don't count for much. I've given them transcripts and it was a fully accredited college. As they have told me repeatedly, mages don't come in with college credits, or if they do, it is only a few. Not me with a triple AA." 
 
    Rebecca looked at me, lifting a brow. It pulled her tattoo up, changing it in a way that caught my attention for a moment. "You have a triple AA? I didn't think that was possible. What did you get them in?" 
 
    Her tone seemed interested, so I answered without the defensiveness that Alixant seemed to kick off in me. "A new program at the community college. You get your degree and or certifications in Medical Assistant, Criminal Justice, and Emergency Medical Tech. I then got my paramedics certification. So I was working as an EMT when your brother decided to interrupt my life." I managed to only keep the comment wry instead of aggressive. I would take that as a win. 
 
    "They what? No. Everything you have should count. I'll call. Yes, you should be going in as a junior though there will be a few lower level mage courses you need to take." 
 
    Becca looked at me, a frown creasing her brow. "You didn't think you'd emerge?" 
 
    I gave a laugh that was only slightly bitter. "I knew I wouldn't emerge. Except apparently, I already had, a decade ago." 
 
    "What?" Her shock caused real laughter, and people walking by frowned at us. I cut it off quickly.  
 
    "Yeah. So Alixant? You help?" 
 
    "Yes. I'll get on the phone this week, if I can find time. We know people sometimes emerge when they don't expect to, they should be adept at handling just about anything. And not accept work experience?" He got a funny look in his eye. "I’ll bet I can get you some college credits for this. It might not count towards your bachelors, but I bet it would towards your masters, depending on what you major in."  
 
    The hint wasn't subtle, but I just nodded. "Thanks." We had just reached the car when all of our phones went off. I grimaced and heard Carelian whine at the cacophony. Pulling out my phone I noted the time, just after one, as I answered the call from Chris. 
 
    We all must have answered at the same time as the feedback between our phones was crazy. I hung up and moved closer to Siab. 
 
    "We're all here. What's up, Chris. I thought you were at Quantico this weekend?" Niall asked, speaking loudly as Siab set her phone to speaker. 
 
    "He's struck, and it's worse than we feared." 
 
    "What?" Alixant's voice was sharp. "How can you know?" 
 
    "He hit the SEC game. They have over three hundred 911 calls already, the system is crashing, and our seers are foretelling the rips opening so large other things will get in. Things we can't fight against." 
 
    His words made my blood run cold. Indira had mentioned things coming into our world via the rips, but what could be worse than a dragon? Not that I'd ever seen one. Then the rest of what he said registered. 
 
    "The SEC football game? Here in Atlanta?" I clarified, because even I knew there were multiple games on weekends, or at least I thought they were. Maybe it was in some other city. 
 
    "Yes, at the Mercedes Benz stadium. The place is becoming a ground zero for terrified people, mages and non, alike. You need to get there and stop him." 
 
    Aliant broke into a run towards the cars. "Everyone with me, we don't have time for multiple vehicles. Niall passenger, get us linked in and start collecting details." 
 
    I followed, running as fast as I could, holding Carelian tight in my arms as terror washed through me. I had never felt fear like this before. Jo was there. All the Guzman's were there. I might lose them all. I didn't know how to help. What would I do if I lost Jo? 
 
    I slid into the car, Becca squeezed in the middle and Siab on the other side. I held Carelian in my lap, trying not to crush him as I buckled the seat belt and kept my panic at bay. 
 
    Jo, dear merlin Jo, please be all right. 
 
    A purr and Carelian rubbing his face against mine broke my thoughts even as the car slammed into reverse and then into drive. Chris' voice came through the speakers as lights and siren began to strobe out.  
 
    "Here's what we know. End of first quarter, calls started coming in. That people had collapsed. It ramped up as time went on, last count was over two hundred." Chris' voice bobbled up and down as Alixant ramped onto the freeway, lights and siren blaring. I braced myself with my legs and held Carelian tight. At least the three of us were wedged into the back tight enough that I only needed to worry about keeping my head from slamming into the window. 
 
    "Any verdict? Do we have verification of any rips forming?" Alixant snapped out the questions as he went into the emergency lane to avoid traffic. I closed my eyes. 
 
    The second I did, the image of Jo, laying there lifeless, the greyness of death around her lips appeared in front of me. My eyes snapped back open. I had to fight not to cry, the image was so real. I took deep breaths, trying to clear my mind. I didn't want to take the risk that just thinking something could have it happen.  
 
    "ETA eight minutes. Take the next off ramp," Niall spoke before Chris could answer Alixant's questions. 
 
    "Right now, they think it is some sort of poison. No reports of death. A few are writhing in apparent agony. The current personnel can't find any wounds, so no one knows what is going on. If it is a transformation, how the hell can he affect that many people?" His voice sounded frustrated, upset, and perversely, it made me feel a bit better. Knowing it did matter to them helped when they kept a distance from everything. I leaned back in the seat as Alixant stepped harder on the gas. I almost shut my eyes again as Carelian let loose a plaintive meow and wiggled into the corner of my arm. 
 
    "Revised ETA, three minutes," Niall said, his voice calm as Alixant raced up a one-way street the wrong way. I felt like I was in a video game, but knowing we were getting to Jo faster helped.  
 
    "Back in the bag, Carelian. I'm going to need to run." I pulled up my phone as he crawled into the bag with a sad, worried meow as he did what I asked. She'd sent me a pic of the tickets as they went through, and I could clearly see the section and seats. I knew where to go. Blue lights caught my attention and I looked up to see us pulling into a parking lot already full of flashing light from cops, firetrucks, and ambulances.  
 
    "Get out and head in, spread out and see if you can figure out what the vehicle is. Make sure you have your phones," he shouted the orders even as the car slammed to a halt, rocking me back in the seat. I undid the seatbelt, grabbed Carelian’s bag, and leapt out of the car. I didn't even worry about the fact there was nothing to identify me as an agent. I just ran. 
 
    Either I looked intimidating, or no one had time to mess with someone who was ambulatory and not begging for help from them. I got past the entrance and paused to read the section labels. I'd never been here so I had no idea where to go.  
 
    There, section 115 is that way, and she's in row 20. 
 
    People might have yelled for me but I didn't pay any attention. I held Carelian tight to my chest and I ran. Jo dead or dying. Her parents. Stinky. Fear lent speed to my feet but it did nothing for my energy or stamina as I raced up the stairs. 
 
    If she lives, I promise I'll never whine about working out again.  
 
    I was puffing by the time I reached that section, and I swore Carelian had doubled in weight. At any other time I would have stood there panting, trying to catch my breath. Instead, I lumbered towards that section, looking for anything familiar. While I was racing through the passageways to the seats and even up the stairs, it had been loud with people crying and running around, both first responders and fans. But up here it was like the convention times a hundred. People were screaming and begging but no one looked at the field. I glanced at it, to see people milling around down there, but no one laying on the ground.  
 
    So something only the fans would get? 
 
    As I moved towards where they should be, I tried to parse what I was seeing. Lots of people were yelling and screaming, but I didn't smell blood or anything caustic, so what could it be? 
 
    I found the right spot and started trotting down the stairs, heading to row 20. Then I saw the familiar shaved heads of Henri and Stinky, the glorious mane of Jo's hair, and Marisol luxuriant black shot with silver. But they weren't moving, and Jo was leaning down over her chair. My heart caught in my throat as tears welled into my eyes and I stumbled down the last few steps. 
 
    "Jo?" 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    What lays on the other side of the rips to other planes is anyone's guess. But given that no one has ever come back alive, the odds are it is nothing friendly to humans. ~ Magic Explained 
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    Her name was barely more than a croak and I got ready to have my heart broken for all eternity. Her head jerked up and she spun. "CORI!" She leapt off the seat and grabbed me in a hug that almost cracked my back and narrowly missed crushing Carelian. I responded by wrapping my arms just as tight around her, my relief almost making me sob. 
 
    "Oh, thank the merlins you're alive." I had to reach up and touch her face to reassure myself as she pulled away.  
 
    "I am, but Stinky and Sable aren't doing well." Her voice hoarse with something, screaming? She stepped back, and I saw what she had been hovering over. Stinky lay slumped in his chair, and the girl I'd seen in the bookstore was silent, almost looking dead, except I saw her chest rising and falling, barely. Henri and Marisol were trying to rouse Sanchez, while Paolo stood back, his arms clenched across his chest, and shoulders so tight I could see the line of his muscles through his shirt.  
 
    "Move," I said as I pulled gloves out of the side compartment of the bag. Carelian had crawled out and sat on the back of one seat, peering around. I worried, but only a teeny bit. He was a smart cat and knew more than you would think.  
 
    Henri moved, though Marisol stayed on his other side. I went through his vitals, looking at him, trying to figure it out. His breathing was slow, skin clammy, but his pupils weren't fixed or dilated. I crawled over Marisol to check on Sable, who had Jo perched next to her. Her condition was the same. 
 
    They were exposed to something, but what? Why aren't all of them affected? 
 
    That removed it being aerosol. That left ingestion or skin. I started to ask questions, but then the smear of color on her face caught my eye. Bright yellow, it looked like someone had wiped it off. I glanced at Jo. She didn't have any colors and neither did Marisol, but Henri and Paolo had bright orange streaks on their faces. I moved back over to Sanchez and looked. Sure enough there were traces of yellow on his face, though mostly smeared. 
 
    "What is the paint from?" 
 
    They all looked at me blankly, though Marisol's grip on Stinky's hand tightened to make both of their fingers go white. 
 
    I touched my face. "Henri and Paolo have orange, Sable and Stinky have yellow. Where did you get the paints?" 
 
    "Oh," Henri's voice cracked a bit but he cleared it and pulled out two jars. One had a label from a local craft store, the other was unmarked and in a disposable plastic jar. "They were handing them out. I already had the orange from our local high school. Same colors but Sable and Sanchez wanted to root for the other team. Mostly to tease us, I think." I knew the orange team was Henri's alma mater, so that made sense.  
 
    I reached out and grabbed the small jar of paint. It just looked like something you'd do at home, simple and not at all dangerous. I opened it and sniffed it, but I couldn't tell anything. The last thing I wanted to do was touch it. I grabbed my phone and called Alixant. 
 
    "Where in the four fucking planes are you?" 
 
    "Take a look at the victims. I think they all have paint on their faces. They may have jars near them or on them that look like homemade disposable jars. The one I have is yellow." 
 
    "They had orange also," Henri interjected.  
 
    "They apparently had both colors." As I spoke, I moved over to across the row, giving Carelian a quick glance to make sure he was safe. He hadn't moved from his vantage point on the back of the seat. I bent over to look at a teenager whose father was in a panic, holding and rocking. The kid had the face paint, but it was yellow. The father had none. "See if all victims have the paint on them. Look close as people might have wiped it off trying to get them to respond." 
 
    I paused and turned back to the Guzman's, watching me anxiously. "What did you wipe the paint on their faces off with?" My worry spiked, as the idea of that getting on their hands, if that was what caused it, hammered into me. 
 
    Marisol wordlessly held up the corner of her shirt. She'd worn a tank top, it was hot still, and a light over shirt. That was what she had used to wipe off the paint. 
 
    "And Sable?" I looked at Jo, knowing she'd been bouncing between the two of them worried and frantic. 
 
    "I used napkins from the hotdogs we'd gotten. I didn't touch it." 
 
    "Good. You hear all that, Alixant?" I hadn't moved the phone from my ear as I'd talked, looking around.  
 
    "Yes. We are collecting samples now." His voice was gruff but he didn't waste any more time trying to get me to obey him.  
 
    I turned slowly, looking at the hundreds, if not thousands of people laying slumped in chairs, on the stairs, on the landing areas. I didn't know how many were dying or already dead. That thought spurred me forward and I checked the pulse of both Sanchez and Sable. It was becoming erratic.  
 
    "Alixant. Could this be another transformation? Where it was changed to something else?" I couldn't even see distinct people on the other side of the dome. This place was huge. How could it be? 
 
    "Doubt it. If they were that powerful, they wouldn't need to be doing this." He stated it slowly and I clenched my hand so tight on the phone the edge hurt. "Is it working, are the rips forming?" 
 
    "I can feel the rips forming. They are almost fully made," I admitted. "They're huge. About a third of the field." 
 
    "Damn it. Cori," he said urgently. "Can you close them?" 
 
    I swallowed and forced out the words. "Maybe. But from what Indira told me and the other specialists I worked with, if we don't stop the flow of magical energy, it would be me putting my strength against all of theirs." All the thousands dying with their magic streaming out to rend the veil between worlds. There was no way I could compete. No merlin, no matter how strong would be able to.  
 
    "Fuck," his curse was low and vicious, and I pulled the phone away from my ear. "We're working on it, but we don't know how long it will take to identify." He clicked off, saying nothing more and I stood there frozen, feeling helpless. I HATED feeling helpless.  
 
    Fuck this, I am not letting Stinky die. I'm not letting any of them die. I am so tired of letting people die. 
 
    I dropped the phone back into the bag and headed over to Henri. He and Marisol were hovering over Stinky, while Jo bounced between Stinky and Sable.  
 
    "Give me the paint," I ordered, holding out my hand. Henri said nothing just put the small bottle into my hand.  
 
    I'd been studying like crazy and still didn't know how to even begin to use my abilities, but I was a Spirit Merlin dammit. With my gloved finger I opened it and took out a small smear. It lay against my blue clad fingers. I tried to sense it like I did the rips but it slipped through my mind. I didn't know enough. From everything I had read since I had a pale Non-Organic, I should be able to identify and even do things with this. But I hadn't played with enough compounds to recognize anything. Once more I was going to be a failure. 
 
    Stinky choked and began to seize. I could hear others scream as it seemed to be spreading. I moved over to him. "Get them both flat so they don't hurt each other. We need to wait." 
 
    "You can't help? Neither of you?" Marisol's voice broke as she looked up at me, her face pale, eyes red.  
 
    I fought down a scream. "I'm trying. Really." I looked at the bottle and brought it up to sniff it. The faint smell of oranges and lemons, with a dark hint of something tainted and bad under it. "They used essential oils to cover up the smell. What would they need to cover up?" 
 
    There were so many things that could kill people, how was I supposed to figure it out?  
 
    My phone rang and I dove for it, pulled it out. "You figure it out?"  
 
    "Yes. That son of a fucking demonspawn used nicotine. We already have people dying. It's an easy molecule structure and I have people here shattering it as fast as possible, but the strongest I have is a wizard. We don't have anyone who can do mass amounts." 
 
    My throat had gone tight. Nicotine, an easy poison to make and it killed with so little. "What do you mean you are shattering it?" 
 
    "We have transform mages breaking it, but the strongest I have can only do an area about ten meters across and we are running out of offering fast." His voice sounded weary and defeated. 
 
    "Send the picture of the molecule to me," I snapped hanging up. I looked up at Jo crouched near Sable. "I need you. We all need you." 
 
    "What?" She climbed over the others and moved over to me. More and more people were succumbing, and I saw more than a few that looked at their hands and were shaking and wiping them at their pants. 
 
    "How much are you willing to offer?" 
 
    "For what?" Jo looked at me blankly. 
 
    "To save as many as you can. To save Sanchez and Sable?" 
 
    "My life if I need to," her voice held no doubt. I watched her sink into herself, changing becoming older in a way I couldn't define. "What do I need to do?" 
 
    I showed her the picture of the molecule. "I need you to break it. Shatter the molecular bonds. It's hydrogen and nitrogen. The body can handle those as free atoms. Can you do it?" 
 
    She closed her eyes, and focused. I knew that they had just gotten into how to transform… well barely. Merlin. For all I knew she didn't have enough training or skill to do it. Time seemed to stand still and rush by as I waited, hoping that she could find, recognize, and be able to break the chains. And while I waited that interminable amount of time, I heard the screams and wails of despair as people started to die, convulsing, and their heartbeats slowing. Plus, I felt the rips snap into existence. So huge and powerful. I fought to grasp how much they opened our world onto theirs. And worse, I could feel things on the other side, noting the access to our world.  
 
    Where do you think unicorns and dragons come from? 
 
    Indira's idle comment floated in my mind and I shot another worried look at the rips. I didn't know why everyone wasn't staring at them. They had to be visible to everyone. Didn't they? 
 
    "I got it." Jo’s comment took a second to register as I dragged my attention back to her. 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    She nodded her face pale and her mouth flattened into a line. "I can do it, but it will take everything." 
 
    I paused, then looked at her my stomach curdling. "What do you mean everything?" 
 
    Jo swallowed but her shoulders stayed squared. "The place is drenched in it. It is almost everywhere. It will take more than I have to break them. There isn't any way for me to separate what is in the paints versus what is in the cigarettes and cigars, and even vapes in people's pockets. So I have to break them all. And there are lots. More than I have, using every trick I've learned or even heard of." 
 
    Left unspoken was the knowledge that she didn't know enough, that there wasn't anything she could do to learn what she hadn't had time to learn.  
 
    "Jo, I - " the words died in my throat as she looked at me.  
 
    "Would you not offer yourself to save Stinky? To save me? How can I do less to save them?" Her hand wave didn't encompass just Stinky and Sable, but the entire stadium. 
 
    The urge, the need to protest, to tell her not to do it, that I had no right to ask, died in my throat as I looked at her and the sounds of the dying filled the air worse than any cheer ever had.  
 
    "Okay. I love you," I blurted, needing to make sure she knew past any shadow of a doubt.  
 
    "I know."  
 
    I fought not to cry as I watched my best friend get ready to sacrifice herself for her family and strangers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    Heroes exist. But you'll find the ones people idolize, rarely think of themselves as heroes. ~ Scott Randolph 
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    ~I'll aid.~ Carelian's strong, clear voice shocked me as it cut through my haze of grief and fear. He leapt up next to us, pressing into Jo's legs.  
 
    Jo rocked back on her heels blinking at the cat, as if coming out of a dream. Carelian headed butted her and her hand fell to bury into his fur. "You'll what?" Her voice broke as she looked at him. I realized he was talking to both of us. She could hear him, and he offered to help. I had to fight not to fall to my knees and worship the red fur clad body. 
 
    ~I'll help. Reduce the cost.~ His voice had a firmness to it that sounded so much older than his kitten frame suggested. His long tail wrapped around my leg as he pressed into Jo. ~Will let my magic boost. Make very powerful.~ 
 
    "Anything," I said. "But remember I must close the rips also. But first, can we do it?" I felt like ethereal claws were running down my back as the rips became more solid and I knew things were coming to the holes in reality. Maybe even slipping in. 
 
    ~Easy. Seek, find the offering amount.~ His voice so calm and assured. Jo kept her eyes closed, but her hand stayed buried in his fur while her other reached out to me. I clutched it bruisingly hard, but neither of us cared. This was too important. 
 
    "Got it," she whispered, the rest of the world disappeared from my awareness. Only Jo and the rips existed. 
 
    ~Offer,~ Carelian murmured.  
 
    I felt the magic explode out of her, crossing across the stadium, shattering the molecular bonds of that specific structure. It took less than fifteen seconds, but it felt like eternity before her offering was accepted and reality became fluid. 
 
    Reality blinked back into place around me as Jo sagged to the stairs. Her hair, her long gorgeous hair, had vaporized to stubble on her skull and she was pale and shaking, but she was alive. I quickly counted all her digits. I could see her nails were gone to the quick, but she had all her fingers. 
 
    "The cost?" I asked as I supported her to sag to the ground. Carelian curled up next to her purring loud enough he sounded like a buzz saw. 
 
    "Worth it. Stinky? Sable?" she asked, her voice weak and shaky. I wondered what else she had offered up, but I didn't press. Instead I rose and headed over to where the Guzman's sat, their faces as pale as Jo's. 
 
    "What did she do?" Marisol's voice was the highest a higher pitch than I'd ever heard. 
 
    "Saved everyone, I think," I said it absently as I knelt in the seat next to Sanchez. His pulse beat in a steady rhythm and his breathing had become regular. Color was returning to his face and I couldn't see anything else other than unconsciousness that looked or felt wrong. 
 
    "Go to her, honey," Henri encouraged. "I've got Sanchez."  
 
    Marisol gave a jerky nod and got up to go to Jo as I moved over to Sable. She had a trace of bloody foam at the corners of her mouth. I checked and it looked like she'd bitten her tongue while seizing, but she, like Stinky, breathed normally and her heart rate was good. 
 
    Let's hope that worked. And I didn't miscalculate and sentence them all to being living vegetables. 
 
    My phone rang as I worried about what might be worse. I answered the call, but before I could say anything Alixant was yelling. "What just happened? What did you do? We felt the wave wash through. My Transform wizard says it was stronger than anything he's ever felt. All the molecules have shattered. They say they can't find any nicotine anywhere." 
 
    "Oh good, it worked," I sighed out the words. "Are people okay? Did it create anymore issues?" 
 
    "Cori! What. Did. You. DO?" He was almost shouting the words. And oddly, I sensed a bit of fear in the question. That made no sense. I looked at the rips in the air and stood.  
 
    "I'll explain later. I have to get those rips closed." I noticed movement on the field. It was the first I'd seen in a while as all the players had disappeared by the time I got to Jo and her family. Not even the cheerleaders had still been there. All movement had been in the stands as people frantically worked on the afflicted.  
 
    I also realized the sound, the feel of the stadium had changed. When I got up here it had been unrelenting panic and fear. Now, there was confusion, almost relief, as the noise changed from screams and pleading. Now I heard laughter, sobs of relief, evening crying. 
 
    "Something is going on at the field. I have to get down there. I feel things coming and the rips are closer to the field." And they were, which made me panic. When I'd felt them earlier, they'd been high in the air. Now they had moved or reformed or something, much, much closer to the ground and I just knew I could close them easier if they were closer to me. 
 
    "Dammit. Okay, I'll get people headed that way." I didn't hear if he said anything else as I hung up on him and grabbed my bag.  
 
    "Come on, Carelian. We need to get down there. I have to close those rips." He stood stretched with a cat's nonchalance and walked over. I scooped him up and set him in the bag. "You okay Jo?" 
 
    "I'll be fine. Just exhausted. Go." Her eyes locked on mine and she nodded.  
 
    I turned and ran. At least this time I was going down the stairs, so I moved faster than I did going up. But the place was a maze and the path to the field seemed purposefully barred. I stood in the main thoroughfare, trying to read how to get there but I didn't see anything that gave me a hint as to which way to go.  
 
    "Cori!" The shout made me turn, and I saw Niall sticking his head out of a door. "Down here!" 
 
    Relief made my knees go weak as I sprinted towards him. I would never refuse going to the gym again. When I got close enough to speak without yelling, people were still rushing about, though with less stress. "Can we get to the field this way?" 
 
    "Yes, follow." He turned and the door almost hit me in the face before I managed to grab it. I went through, then tried to keep up. I failed. His annoyance was clear as he had to wait at each door for me, they were all card key locked. 
 
    Bite me. This isn't the life I had in mind. 
 
    The stitch in my side had reappeared with Carelian had tripling in weight before light at the end of a tunnel greeted me. I tried to step up my pace, but we were moving at a steady jog and even imagining blood thirsty monsters behind me didn't get more than a step or two at a greater speed. Sunlight, hot and almost searing after all that time in the tunnels, speared into my eyes and I closed them in reflex, but I kept moving forward. The second I was out from under the weight of earth and metal above me, the presence of the tears were like an ice pick slamming into my mind.  
 
    "Ow," I muttered. A quick glance around showed almost no one, so I let Carelian out. He bounded out with way too much energy. "Next time you're walking," I muttered, but I knew he was still too small and too young to take that risk. But out here he should be safe. 
 
    "Cori!" Alixant's voice from my left pulled my attention away from the tears hanging what felt like ten feet from the ground.  
 
    "Yeah?" I glanced and saw him coming my way, then I turned back to look at the tears and the man that looked like he was in the middle of them. 
 
    "What's going on?" He demanded and I felt his glare burning into me, but I didn't bother to look at him.  
 
    "You see the same thing I do. Is that the guy? The one that did all this?" 
 
    "We think so. My mages tell me they can feel the power flowing towards him. Can't you feel it?" 
 
    I frowned, none of this made sense. I hadn't played with my abilities enough yet but after he said that, I realized the odd breeze that I had been feeling wasn't a breeze. I should have realized that running through the maze, but I had dismissed it as air conditioning or my rushing. It was magic flowing out of the openings, swirling around, then being pulled back towards the figure, though I could almost sense it swirling around the other mages. That made me take a few more steps closer and I turned and looked up at the stands. Then it hit me. 
 
    "Oh crap."  
 
    "What?" He was next to me, so close I could smell his cologne, definitely not a scent I favored, too much woodsmoke.  
 
    "Can you see the magic swirling around people?. Since most of them have quit dying," I paused and shot him a glance. "They have quit dying, right? What she did worked?" 
 
    "Yes, they have, and you will explain this later," he growled out but he motioned me to proceed.  
 
    "So now the magic is flowing into them, but there is so much it is making them emerge. Expect a wave of things to start hitting." I didn't know how to explain it. It was like I had a weird set of glasses on my face, letting me see the magic like currents of water and some people were pulling it in and starting to glow with magic like a bomb in a video game, close to exploding. Dismissing that, I turned and looked at the man in the center of the rips and went cold, so cold I wanted a coat. I knew it was above ninety out, but my fear was so great I was shivering. 
 
    "Cori? What is it?" He must have seen something on my face, because he sounded worried. 
 
    "He's about to emerge and there is so much power." I saw the man began to pulse and I just reacted. "CARELIAN! Jo, down!" I put everything into that scream, my eyes locked on the section she was in. There was no way she could have heard me, none. But I saw a figure wearing the colors Jo wore, with a bald head, jerk upwards and then grab others and pull them down. 
 
    Red fur streaked towards me and I grabbed him and fell to the ground, wrapping around him, my back to the man about to emerge at levels I suspected no one had ever witnessed before. 
 
    "Everyone, take cover now," Alixant bellowed as he hit the ground next to me. I curled up tighter, then gasped in pain as I felt the rips react to the building power in the man on the field. 
 
    Oh, this is so going to suck. 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    Gods exists, or at least powerful monsters. Do you really want to use anything associated with them? Turn your back on magic and the corruption it brings. ~ Freedom from Magic 
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    Curled tight, I thought about how bad Jo's emergence had been and wondered if this would kill us all.  
 
    And I waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Had I been wrong? Was he not about to emerge? I thought back to the image of him all but pulsing with power and clenched tighter around Carelian. I hadn't been wrong. 
 
    "Cor-" I heard Alixant say, when the bubble of power popped with a sound I sensed but didn’t feel, at least not until the wave of power slammed into me. I felt my clothes ripple around me, and Carelian burrowed deeper into me.  
 
    Air, heat, and sound, all blasted into me with physical force. Then it vanished as if it had never been there. I listened, scared for a minute. I'd seen what Jo's emergence did. If this one had changed the material of the stadium, we might all be at risk. But after lying there, frozen for an eternal moment, nothing more happened. No creaking of material no longer steel, no screams of terror, just ambient noise that didn't set off alarms. I lifted my head slowly and looked at Carelian. His green eyes met mine and when he licked my nose.  
 
    ~Am fine. Go.~ His voice sounded shaky, but not hurt, so I looked at myself next. This time my dress, my only decent dress, had changed to black leather that clung to what curves I had. I was already starting to bake in the sun. My shoes, previously black flats, were now so heavy I almost couldn't lift my feet. I didn't waste time trying to figure out what they had changed into, I just slipped my feet out and stood, tugging down the dress awkwardly. If I had to guess, my undergarments were now something much less supportive and comfortable. 
 
    I saw Alixant standing and gaped at him for a second. His nice suit jacket changed to crepe paper, if I wasn't mistaken, and already started to tear as he moved. 
 
    "I hate Transform emergences," he growled out, pulling the jacket away. His shirt looked like it was now silk instead of cotton clinging to his torso in a way I'd seen on romance covers. His slacks had turned to leather and all in all he'd make a good model for anything using sex as a marketing technique 
 
    Realizing how bad this could have been, I counted myself lucky. Being naked in front of all these people would have just been the capper on this day.  
 
    The intent of magic indeed. This could have been so bad, but it isn't.  
 
    I needed to follow that train of thought at some point, research paper maybe, the sentience of magic. The crunch of grass turned into paper caught my attention and I turned and stared at the man walking towards us. Arrogance in every step.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Alixant reaching for his gun then growl as it crumbled in his grip, making the sound of aluminum crackling. He let it go and narrowed his eyes at the mage, who stopped about ten feet from us and grinned, a wide smile, full of malice. 
 
    "Don't bother. There isn't anything you can do to me. I'm the first double merlin in the world. Did you know if you plan for this, you can combine powers to make yourself shields? The elements combine nicely together. Even if you had a mage here who knew exactly what veins in my skull to rupture, I could kill him before even one of them broke. It helps when you can set your magic to monitor your every cell. Years on that damn fire jump team gave me lots of time to research, to read. That volcano killing those morons answered all my questions about the things hinted to in the books. I am now a god!"  
 
    He roared the last part of the monologue and tilted his head back and laughed. 
 
    Oh Merlin, we're all going to die. The people he's killed will just be the beginning. 
 
    The realization we had failed, and not only had we not stopped the guy, but now he was more powerful that ever tasted like bitter ash on my tongue. I knew almost nothing. Could I stop him? In theory I should be able to, but with what? I knew how to close rips in the fabric of reality, not much else. 
 
    As if my thinking of them woke them up, the rips rippled. Where they had looked like tears in fabric, gaping a little where our reality was pealed back and revealing another existence, they now looked like mouths that were gaping open, ready to spill things out. If they hadn't already. 
 
    Indira had told me not to look into them, that you could get enraptured by what you couldn't quite see but I stared. I didn't see how you couldn't. Colors I didn't have names for, colors I shouldn't be able to see sparkled on the other side. Things moved in there - creatures that were dark, wondrous, immense, ethereal, and yet they were all of these, some of these, and none of these at the same time. I felt my grasp on reality start to slip when pain blossomed from my thigh. It hurt bad enough I looked down to see what had stabbed me. 
 
    Carelian stared up at me, his claws in the exposed skin of my thigh. ~Dangerous, seductive, not for you.~ 
 
    Blinking, I snapped out my hand at Alixant. I hit him hard in the arm, the silk shirt absorbing none of the sting. 
 
    He turned his head slowly at first then, moving faster once his gaze left the rips. "What the hell, Munroe?" He demanded, rubbing at his arm. 
 
     "You were getting entranced," I said, my voice bleak. "We need to snap the others out of it." 
 
    ~Me!~ Carelian’s voice had way too much delight to it as he scampered behind people, needle sharp claws swiping at calves, and in at least one case, a rear end. Muted exclamations of pain, then sharp indrawn breaths followed his path of bloodletting.  
 
    I turned back to look at the man, Paul, laughing and staring at one of the rips. 
 
    "Maybe we can grab him now? You think he's entranced?" Alixant muttered starting to move forward, head tilted down slightly. 
 
    "I can hear you. No. I am no longer subject to the weakness of mortal minds." He waved his hand behind him and Alixant few back toward the benches lining the field. He hit with a crash that made me wince. A sound emanated from the rips and I found I couldn't look away, but I wasn't entranced, this time I couldn't look away from sheer fear. Things were stepping out of their own realities into ours.  
 
    Niall had somehow ended up next me. His clothes had come out better than Alixant, wearing cotton jersey and denim, and I could see Siab making her way towards us, though I had no idea what they thought we could do. Maybe they had a sniper somewhere that could kill him or another archmage or merlin that could explode his brain. 
 
    Paul turned his eyes on me, and I realized he was crazy. Not just wired crazy, but the snap and kill everyone type of crazy. 
 
    "No, silly woman. There is no one that can stop me. Reading all your thoughts is laughably easy but killing you would ruin all my fun. I want you to see what you couldn't stop." A sound of grass, or what had been grass, crunching as one of the beings stepped onto the ground grabbed my attention. A smile spread across Paul's face as he turned away. "And look, my familiars are coming to me. With them I'll have everything I ever wanted." 
 
    I heard his rambling but at this point I was trying to watch three things at once. A hoof, silver and delicate stepped out of the plane that felt like Order to me. A long, snakey tail had slithered out of the opening to Spirit. Then something, something black, oily, and writhing, oozed out of the portal to Chaos, and it was attached to something larger on the other side. 
 
    Fur brushed by my naked legs and I bent down to pick up Carelian, not glancing away as a unicorn stepped out of the Order rip. It gleamed silvery white, its horn at least three feet long and a pearly silver that hurt to look at. I wanted to go pet it and that scared me even more. I'd never been into horses I'd always liked cats, but horses never called to me and I wanted to go pet this one? It nickered, a long musical sound, and revealed a mouth full of fangs. 
 
    Paul twisted to face the unicorn. I looked at his back and for a moment I wished I had the ability or knowledge to kill him, but before it could complete into a real thought, much less an action, I snared on the creature coming out of Spirit. A long snakelike body that coiled and twisted, in hues of green and blue that seemed restful. I let my eyes wander up the perfect torso, muscular and tanned to breasts that even air brushed models never had. Her face was classic, clear beauty, with not a flaw or wrinkle on it, full lips, high cheekbones, and the snakes that formed her hair seemed to match perfectly.  
 
    But for all that, I was sure people were supposed to turn into stone if she looked at us. No one did as her gaze ran over all of us, though I couldn't turn to see anything else. Siab had made it next to me. She stood on one side while Niall stood on the other. I didn't know if Alixant had managed to get back up or if Paul had killed him. We had to do something, and I had no idea what we could even begin to do. 
 
    "See what comes to serve me?" He laughed with his arms spread wide. I didn't. Neither the gorgon nor the unicorn looked remotely servile. Without really wanting to, I turned my attention to Chaos and the things oozing out of it. It formed on the field, the earth cracking under it and I couldn't see it. I mean I saw it, but it shifted and twisted and wasn't there even while it was there. I could comprehend a mass of writhing shapes with an oily feeling that made no sense. 
 
    With a sense of desperation I ripped my eyes away to focus on the unicorn, if unicorns ate meat, and the gorgon. Turning to stone might have been the easy way out, but while she looked around with an aura of supreme disinterest, nothing turned to stone.  
 
    "What do we do?" whispered Siab. 
 
    I gave her an incredulous look. I had no idea, then I realized she was asking Niall. The flush of stupidity didn't have a chance to last long. Paul walked up to the three of them and crossed his arms; I could still see power leaking out of his body. Even though I couldn't see him, I knew he was smiling a smile that made me want to smack it off his face. His words confirmed it. 
 
    "See.? I get three monsters to serve me. I will have every person on Earth kneeling before me. Everything I have ever wanted will be mine." 
 
    ~Me? Serve you?~ The gorgon looked at him and laughed. ~Did you hear that, Salistra? The mortal thinks we would serve it.~ 
 
    Her words rang in my mind and ears, though what my ears heard was a string of syllables that meant nothing while my mind filled with her words.  
 
    The unicorn shook its head, and matching laughter filled my mind. ~As if. I think I shall pass. I prefer mine more innocent, if not an actual virgin. He is already so corrupt that what little he has left to fall would be of no interest to me.~ This time I heard nothing, but the words in my mind sounded like crystal bells and I shuddered with revulsion as the sexual over tone of corruption seeped into my mind. 
 
    ~You and your virgins. Just because they've never had sex doesn't mean they are innocent. There have been a few that even turned my stomach.~ Somehow I knew it was the gorgon talking and my eyes kept drifting back to her. She was fascinating and less scary than the overly perfect unicorn with lavender eyes and teeth made to rend and tear. I had zero doubt she was just as deadly. 
 
    "Excuse me?" Paul Goins sounded surprised and insulted. "I'm the most powerful mage Earth has ever seen. You will serve me." The black ooze from Chaos had reached his leg and started climbing up around it. His leg jerked as if stung. "Get off. You are mine to command, do you understand?" 
 
    ~We know you are the most powerful mortal in centuries. Why do you think we are here? We wanted a new toy.~ The gorgons voice held contemptuous amusement as she slithered around him, circling him as if he was her prey.  
 
    ~Viriginity just ensures there is something for me to model to my desires. I prefer those I can twist and bend. He is already too tarnished to enjoy. After all, look at what he was willing to do just for more power. So simplistic, so wasteful.~ The musical horsey sound of the unicorn filled my head and I didn't know if I wanted to cry or scream at the sound.  
 
    ~Mineeee,~ a voice, dark, oily, twisted, hissed through my mind and I moaned a bit in pain. Niall screamed. 
 
    A dark tentacle, except it changed width and length and twisted as it moved, slithered forward and started to glide around Paul Goins. 
 
    A sound that I couldn't hear in my mind assaulted my ears. It was followed by the gorgon’s voice midway through a sentence, making me think that horrible sound was the Chaos thing’s name. ~You never did have any patience. Why are you claiming this one? You took one last century. We should get him. What if I want him?~ Affront and amusement coated the voice, but no true anger. It worried me how I could tell the feelings of these creatures. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw Siab with both hands over her ears, tears running down her face.  
 
    ~Still jealous, Tiriane? Lovecraft did so enjoy my company. I broke him too soon. I need another to tell stories of me. Merlins tell the best stories.~  
 
    The voice drew blood from my mind, and I screamed, hitting my knees, tears streaking down my face as I fought to deal with the pain. Siab lay next to me on the ground, her hands over her ears, sobbing. 
 
    "What are you doing? You are mine. You will obey me," Paul shrieked that last part as the oily darkness wrapped around his leg and started to climb up. 
 
    ~Why would I be jealous? I prefer the solitude. Go, take your toy. I think they would be glad to be rid of him.~ 
 
    Her words didn't stop the pain, but like a salve they coated over the wounds left by Chaos’that voice, easing the ripples of agony. 
 
    ~Quit being so dramatic,~ again that sound that made me shudder in pain, ~take the mageling and leave. If we destroy this world they would be most annoyed at us.~ The unicorn's crystal bell voice added another layer of ease and I managed to look up when Paul started to scream. 
 
    "I will destroy you!" 
 
    Laughter from the three of them brought me curling around my knees as joy, pain, amusement, and contempt were all expressed at the same time.  
 
    ~Humans. Always so arrogant. That is why I do love to keep them as pets. Oh well, maybe next time,~ the gorgon murmured slithering backwards a little.  
 
    Paul thrashed as the black living ropes wound around him. Fire and lightning slammed down at the thing that gripped him. The earth began to shake and wind rose fast and vicious. We were in the middle of the field, but I saw a tornado starting to form, something I didn't even know was possible for a mage to do. 
 
    Oh Merlin, if a tornado forms, thousands will die.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
    That which men do, be it for greed or power, has little to do with if they are mages or not. Some people will always use others for their own gain regardless of the cost. Do not confuse magic with the ability to do harm. All people have that ability, the difference lies in their choices, not if they have magic or not. ~ OMO Interview 
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    Even if Jo had broken the poison, people were still in need of medical care, there were people milling around, and this stadium held over sixty thousand people and it had been almost full. That meant tens of thousands could get killed. My stress ratcheted up as I tried to think of something, anything. 
 
    ~Really, I don't need my girls pouting for a week,~ the gorgon sighed with a sound that made me want to weep with sorrow. I raised my head to watch her. She moved over to where Paul was thrashing and lashing out with magic I'd never seen, even at the movies. Her face changed. Where she had been perfectly beautiful, something any woman would have longed to look like, a monster emerged. It was so horrid that I choked, unable to breathe as her snakes rose up around her head creating a corona of horror around her. My mind kept trying to figure out how incomparable beauty could change, then it was gone. As was the magic. I looked at Paul and he had frozen. A statue of stone? Marble? Something hard and elegant. 
 
    ~There. It will wear off in a few hours, I only glanced at him. He annoyed me.~ 
 
    A burble of something, then the black oozed over Paul's statue and pulled him into the gaping rip. I relaxed, so glad to have that awful dark thing gone. I saw all the openings were still rippling and burbling at the edges, unlike the which the ones Indira had created never did.  
 
    ~Until next time, Tiriane. Don't linger too long, their mundanity might leak in, and that takes forever to cleanse out of the soil.~ The unicorn turned and stepped through, though it seemed to me the hooves stepped over something. Once fully in it, she turned, I'd had ample proof from the hind view it wasn't a male, at least not how we identified males, and swung her horn from one side of the tear to the other, and it sealed behind the glowing silver spike until it disappeared.  
 
    ~Oh that creature can never close doors.~ Tiriane sighed like a wash of cooling water through my mind, and grasped the rip with both hands and pulled it together. 
 
    I blinked and waved my hand outward, mimicking her actions. That made no sense. I'd never been told you could pull them close, besides I'd assumed she was six, maybe seven feet tall but to reach that wide easily, she would have been close to twenty feet tall. It snapped closed like magnets pulled it, leaving a ripple that faded into nothing. Then she turned and looked at me. Well, at us, I supposed. Niall, Siab, myself, and from the crunch and breathing behind me, I assumed Alixant. 
 
    I guess he didn't die. He might not be so lucky in a minute. 
 
    ~Now what should I do with all you humans?~ 
 
    I swallowed. Or at least I tried to. The lump in my throat didn't want to move. The gorgons gaze swept over all of us as she moved forward, the length of her serpentine body cracking the former grass as she moved towards us. 
 
    What had the grass turned into? 
 
    I dismissed the thought as she got closer. She was taller than I thought, at least seven feet, but not the monstrous twenty feet she'd had to have been to grab the tears like that.  
 
    "Who are you?" 
 
    I jerked, not at the words but more at the aggressive tone in Alixant's voice. I wanted to turn around and slap him. Hadn't he seen everything that happened? This creature, woman, whatever was not something to annoy, much less piss off. Siab's hissed intake of breath told me she had the same reaction. 
 
    Laughter boomed like thunder and I winced. ~Mortals are so amusing, thinking they have power when in all reality their little slice of existence is nothing more than fodder for our dreams. But I have no desire to deal with your posturing at the moment.~ 
 
    Her face changed, just for a split second, looking behind me. Then she was back to beautiful. The lump of fear that rested in my throat might never ever go away as I turned to see Alixant standing behind me, frozen like a statue. I could see his pulse beating in his neck, so I turned back to look at the most dangerous being I'd ever heard of. 
 
     She caught me in her gaze, and I couldn't escape, look away, or even close my eyes. This close I could see her eyes were the green of pale jade but her pupils were slitted like a snake, yet rather than black, they were white slits that seemed impossibly deep and bright.  
 
    ~You are interesting though. I suspect I may see you again some day. But your lives are so fleeting. Ah, I know.~  
 
    Her words sounded like musings out loud, but none of us made a peep. At this point I figured we were all dead anyhow, so I just stood there, waiting. 
 
    She leaned in close, her face filling my vision and I heard Siab whimper even as Niall made a sound somewhere between a growl and a cry. 
 
    ~Yes, that will work well.~ One of her snakes, one with red and blue diamonds on it, lashed out and sank fangs into my left arm about two inches below my wrist. 
 
    "Ow!" I yelped, but the snake had pulled back before the words died in the air. I dragged my gaze away from her beautiful and deadly visage. My wrist burned where two drops of blood oozed out of my arm. I wiped them away and saw two holes, with dark blue outlining them like a tattoo. 
 
    ~It will serve to remind anyone that I have a prior claim. Though I do not believe you shall follow the path of the other one.~ 
 
    "What will happen to him?" I hadn't really meant to ask, but the words were out. Once again my speaking to authority without thinking issue with authority came to the forefront. 
 
    A shrug of shoulders made her breasts rise and fall, and my eyes snapped to them. While I didn't want to touch them, they commanded attention. She spoke, that name that caused pain and we almost whimpered in unison.  
 
    ~… will play with and use that mageling until bored or the mageling dies. Then either let other toys play with it or dispose. Do you really care?~ 
 
    I didn't have an answer to that and glanced over at Niall and Siab. 
 
    "Not really. The sentence was death for what he did, if we could have done it." It sounded like the words were dragged out of Niall, but he was correct. Paul had been terrifyingly powerful, and no mage could really be locked up. 
 
    ~Then worry not. I should go.~ She smiled, both unsettling and beautiful. ~You will have other things to occupy you until we meet again.~ She turned and slithered, though it came across as an elegant movement.  
 
    "What things?" Siab's voice quavered but she spoke, having risen to a kneeling position on the grass, though tears still stained her face. "And is Steve dead?" She waved back at Alixant, still frozen there. A perfect statute. 
 
    Tiriane glance back, at the edge of the tear. ~No, killing him would be counterproductive. He will regain mobility soon enough.~ She started to slip through the tear, then speared us with her eyes, the pale jade green glowing. ~You may want to track down some of the denizens of the planes that slipped out into your world. While not all of them are deadly, neither are all of them familiars. They may not be what you want roaming around your existence, though I could be wrong.~ She smiled, showing black obsidian like teeth with long fangs. ~Some people enjoy having dragons and Salistra's children roaming around.~ 
 
    With that comment she slipped into the fissure and turned to face us. 
 
    "There are dragons loose on Earth? But I didn't see anything come out." The words had an unsettling level of squeak in them and I clamped my mouth shut with a hand over it, the other still clutching Carelian. 
 
    ~Do you not think any creature from our existences could not manage invisibility? Silly mortals, you see everything as if you are the only ones that can think. I wonder how long your world will last before you are forced to choose?~ Her snakes writhed outward creating a halo of serpentine bodies and she waved at me. 
 
    Reacting on automatic I waved back. As I did so the opening began to shrink. I stood there watching her until with one last fang filled smile, the tear sealed. 
 
    Sound rushed in. I hadn't realized how much the rips had dampened the sound until they disappeared. Voices spoke over the speaker system, people were still yelling and screaming, and even more people streamed towards us. I turned around and looked at everything. Siab and Niall were checking on Alixant, who looked like something that should be in Madame Tussards Wax Museum. But even as I watched, I saw him blink. 
 
    If everything around us was this active, people should have reached us while we were dealing with the monsters.  
 
    ~Time stop. A bubble.~  
 
    I looked down at the cat in my arms, his fur all fluffed and his ears laid back. Since I felt freaked out, I understood completely.  
 
    "Why?"  
 
    Siab looked at me funny, then saw I was looking at Carelian and just shook her head, turning back to Alixant, who managed to swallow. 
 
    ~The great ones don't like to explain themselves. Tiriane likes you.~ He licked my wrist where the two blue punctures sat. I stared at them. 
 
    "Why do you say that, and what do they mean?" 
 
    ~Must like you, or you dead.~ His voice was amused as he licked the punctures once more. Then he wiggled to get out of my hold. I let him go and ignored the people that had almost reached us, football fields were big.  
 
    "He going to live?" I nodded at Alixant as I spoke to Siab. 
 
    "Yes, thank you," he replied, his voice a bit stiff. I watched him roll his shoulders and stretch. "Did everyone hear what I did about Lovecraft and toys, and finding Cori interesting?" 
 
    "Yes," Niall and Siab responded together and all of them focused their attention on me. I squirmed. 
 
    "Then you heard what I did," my voice defensive. 
 
    Alixant signed and looked around. "Our unsub is taken care of and in a way we can't be held responsible for. Which is oddly nice. Writing up the report will be a bitch and a half but must better than trying to pull in a merlin. One that is insane on top of it all." He paused, people reached us and started to clamor, demanding explanations, wanting updates, giving reports. "Cori, go grab a first responder and have them put you to work. Be in the office Tuesday," he stopped for a second and gave me sharp look, "with your friend. I'll want to know everything, and I'll decide where we are going from here." 
 
    I started to protest, but the need to help people decided it. "You want to go stay with Jo?" 
 
    Rather than answer, he jumped into the bag and looked at me. I grabbed it and bent over to grab my shoes, then stopped. They looked like solid obsidian. Felt like it too. I blinked then shrugged. Barefoot it was. Wearing those wasn't an option. I turned, holding Carelian in his bag and ran, my heart singing at the idea of being useful and not stuck in a job I couldn't do. Maybe they'd even have a spare jumpsuit and booties for me. 
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    While we think we know everything about magic, we don't. Magic changes as we do, and how we use it in the future may change everything we know about it now. ~ Entropy Merlin Rasputin 
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    I didn't leave the stadium until two A.M. Monday morning. Jo had left with her family, and they were keeping Sable overnight. Sanchez was fine and , but Sable needed supervision and the hospitals were full. I thought they would go back to Rockway, but when I opened the door, the lights blazed out and I saw Jo, sleeping with her feet on the couch while a dark haired figured snored softly under a blanket. 
 
    Jo jerked up as I closed the door, her all but bald head looking wrong after years of hair to her butt. 
 
    "You okay?" The first words she said to me. She stood, stretched and moved towards me as I set down my bag. Carelian was sound asleep and was about as tired as me.  
 
    "Tired. Hungry," I admitted, my nose twitching at the scent of Mexican rice and beans.  
 
    She pulled me to into a hug and I just wrapped my arms around her, leaning in for a long minute, trying to let her love erase a day of hell. 
 
    "Go change. I'll get some food ready." 
 
    "Sable okay?" I asked as I headed back to the hall. 
 
    "I'm fine. Still a bit sick to my stomach, but I'm fine. Thank you." Her voice was soothing and had traces of the south in it, but not enough that I could tell from where.  
 
    I didn't respond, just headed to peel out of the borrowed suit and shoes, shower, and get some food. 
 
    The three of us talked until four am, then we all crashed again. Jo and I had our meeting tomorrow with the FBI, though I'd already sent him a text that we wouldn't be there until well after ten.  
 
    Sable had quickly fallen back asleep so I didn't' get much chance to talk to her, but what little I did, I liked. 
 
     On Tuesday we left her sleeping there on the couch when we headed to meet with the FBI people. Oddly, Carelian wanted to stay so I left him sleeping on my bed after making sure his food and water were filled.  
 
    Jo drove me there on her bike, though she had to run back up to get a scarf, her helmet wouldn't fit without all her hair. 
 
    We made it to the office about ten-thirty and I stood outside, not wanting to go in yet. My phone buzzed and I jumped, then looked at Jo. She texted me more than anyone else. I pulled it out and looked at the text message.  
 
    *Laurel gave me your number. Knew him. Whiney mage. Hated doing anything he didn't have to do. Good riddance. BTW - good job with the gorgon. Shay.* 
 
    "Huh, Shay got back to me a day late and dollar short. But what does he mean, good job? And how did he know about the gorgon?" 
 
    "It's Shay. Do you expect him to make sense?" 
 
    "Point." I grinned and I walked her in, feeling myself tensing at every step. I still didn't know how to deal with Alixant. 
 
    "Ladies, come on in."  
 
    I stared at Alixant. He was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt that clung to his body. I dragged my eyes to the others and they were all in similar casual apparel, nothing like the almost formal stuff offor the last few weeks.  
 
    Jo looked at him, then at me. "And you aren't chasing that?" Her voice carried and I thought about turning and walking back out of the room, though the blush that tinted his cheeks made me laugh. 
 
    "That is my boss, so no." 
 
    Jo just rolled her eyes and walked in, holding out her hand. "I'm Jo Guzman." 
 
    Alixant rose from his chair and gave her a narrow look. His eyes focused on her nude skull, then at me. "Steven Alixant. Come on in. I think you both have a story to tell." 
 
    We got everyone introduced and I noticed that Niall gave her one or two interested looks. We took seats and Jo started talking first about the paint. There had been five to ten people handing it out. They had painted it on once they got seated. So it took a while before anything happened. 
 
    "Honestly, at first I just thought Stinky was hitting the beer harder than he should have in that heat." 
 
    "We had a few jars of it away from the stadium when the transformation happened, so we discovered he mixed it with the wax in the paint. Once it melted it started to absorb into the skin. A few other chemicals made it last for a while, but once it was in a victim’s system the results couldn’t be stopped," he paused and looked at us. "Except they were. Would you like to explain how?" 
 
    I looked at Jo, this was her tale to tell, not mine.  
 
    She reached up to push hair back, hair that wasn't there and her hand fell awkwardly to her lap. "I'm a Transform mage, archmage rank. Cori showed me the molecule and I could sense it floating through people, the air, everywhere." Jo didn't look at me, her hands made abortive gestures to twist her hair. "I could do it, but it would cost everything." 
 
    "Wait? Cori asked you to-" Siab broke off and stared at me. I shifted back uncomfortably, but Jo continued. 
 
    "No. She didn't ask, but it was my brother, my friend. It was people. Was my life so precious that I was willing to let them all die so I could live?" She shrugged. "I'd figured it out, the offering clear in my mind, when Carelian said he'd help." 
 
    Alixant jerked up as it hit with a jolt of electricity, staring at Jo. "Cori's familiar offered to help you? Spoke to you?" 
 
    Jo looked at me, frowning, and I shrugged, confused about his intensity.  
 
    "Sure. He talks to me occasionally. Not much, but he likes having his ears scratched." I watched, and all of them seemed shocked and surprised at what she was saying. 
 
    "You're only a freshman, right? Just emerged? And you two aren't lovers?"  
 
    I almost snapped at Alixant's question but he didn't seem curious about our sex life, just verifying facts. 
 
    "Freshman, and no, Cori and I have never been sexual partners, but I do love her. Possibly more than I love anyone." Jo's back had gone rigid and her hands tightened into fists. 
 
    Alixant opened his mouth but Siab stepped in. "The shock is because familiars almost never interact with anyone other than their mage. Occasionally a spouse but even then, that is rare, to the point there have been divorces over it. So Carelian freely working with Jo is surprising." 
 
    "Oh," I muttered, and I saw the tension go out of Jo's body. 
 
    "So your hair was enough to pay the price?" Niall asked. 
 
    Jo did something that struck me as odd, her head ducking down, then she rubbed her face with her hands. I didn't know why it bugged me, but that wasn't her normal mannerism. 
 
    "Hair, nails, top layer of skin, a bit of blood. I bit my tongue for that, and a few other things. It was enough. Barely." 
 
    He leaned back, looking at the two of us, and I wanted to hide and poke Jo. 
 
    "I'd like you both to fill out detailed reports, for record keeping if nothing else. We got Goins phone from his car and it had the information we'd been searching for. He'd been passed over for a few better placements due to his ranking, and he'd lost his fiance’ to an archmage not two months before the volcano incident. His ramblings all focused on how fate hated him because he'd been born as a wizard, not a merlin. It ramped up after a bad fire jump where they lost two jumpers. Odds are that was what drove his fiance’ away. He talked a lot about failing and then needing power. From his notes he had an emergence at the volcano and came out with the Air skill. He thought it was the slow death and that if he made it last longer it would let him emerge again. The ritual magic stuff was a first attempt. He used it with Jane." Alixant swallowed. "It took her a full day to die, but her power wasn't enough. So he switched to more victims, and used the ritual magic again, but it didn't matter. He still couldn't emerge again." 
 
    "We verified the start of planar rips in both Savannah and Valdosta. I also found verification for what we sensed at Centennial park. There are sensors that can note rips but until now it has been a curiosity. What happened to you will change a lot of how those rips are handled," Chris said looking up from this computer. 
 
    "Great. More things to lay at my feet," I muttered, sinking down into my chair. I just asked the question. I didn't cause the issue. 
 
    Alixant looked around. "If I may continue?"  
 
    I saw Siab roll her eyes and I snickered a bit.  
 
    "Goins focused on more at the park but because everyone was hedgies, his notes said he focused on them because no one would notice their deaths, while real mages dying would create a panic. As far as his notes mention, he realized the amount of energy released was higher but not due to the symbols, just the quantity. That was when he started to figure out the numbers, it was all about volume. He didn't seem to register that it was the power of the mage dying that was the key. Or maybe he did. The notes on his phone implied he suspected it but figured most hedgies wouldn't have the power or the training to strike back and hurt him, at least in the beginning. But," Alixant sighed. "We'll probably never know for sure all the thoughts that went into his choices and his crazy actions." 
 
    He looked at all of us, waiting for a question. 
 
    "Did he get access to the database?" I was curious about that. 
 
    "Yes. He had access while working with the volcanologists. It was enough. He downloaded a list of all mages, and determined Atlanta had the most at the hedgemage rank, which is why he started here. Anything else?" No one said anything. "Very well, there are a few other things. We are not writing down anywhere that the slow deaths of mages releasing magical power creates rips in the planes. Large rips. While people like Indira can create them, the largest created rip has never measured more than a few feet in width. We are also not mentioning that the release of that much magic can spur multiple emergences in people. While my supervisors know, we all agree that letting the public know they can become more powerful mages, or  even that a mage can emerge, given the number of people reporting in the last few days here in Atlanta, would not be good for the general public." 
 
    I hated the idea of hiding information, but letting people know that to get magical power all they had to do was kill people? I wanted to protest that people wouldn't do that, but the last month had proved all too well that people, at least some people, would do that. 
 
    "Okay. I don't like it, but I'll keep that to myself," I said, a touch reluctantly. Jo nodded her agreement. 
 
    "Excellent. Cori, there are a few things you should know." He cleared his throat, and I looked at him, brows furrowed. Was he nervous? That seemed odd. "While the players left the field, the video cameras recording the game for the teams were left running. They were turned over to the press," he almost snarled that part. "They show you and Paul and the three creatures from the planes. Because of the angle, they also show the fact that you remained standing during it, while everyone else crumpled, plus they have the last part of interaction with the snake lady-" 
 
    "Gorgon. I'm pretty sure Tiriane is a gorgon." 
 
    "Gorgon then, though I expect the details of that conversation leaked out. While I was, immobilized, I didn't hear what she said. But as I was saying, from the way it was filmed and your gestures, it looks like you stood up to her and you closed the portals. The media figured out your identity, so I'd expect lots of attention here shortly." 
 
    Oh shit. That's what Shay meant. Why me? 
 
    "Great, and I can't tell them what really happened?" I could see all the ways this was going to go wrong. 
 
    "No. Just smile, accept the credit and the blame. Better you than people starting to go on murder sprees to summon creatures from other realms." Alixant's voice was dry. 
 
    "You did catch that some got out, right?" I asked suddenly. Everyone's attention snapped towards me. 
 
    "They what?" I had no idea who said that, as the jumble of conversation made it hard to tell but I just answered. 
 
    "The rips were open for so long Tiriane said many creatures had come over, and not all of them were familiar types." 
 
    "You are telling me we have monsters roaming around?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I'm telling you what she said." I thought about it. "Yes, you have monsters. Did you see that unicorn's teeth?" 
 
    Alixant sighed. "Great. Another thing to worry about. As for you." He gave me a direct look and I braced myself. He never had good news for me, and it frustrated me. "I have arranged for you to be on retainer until your classes start. I'm not expecting anything, but we will pay you a thousand a month to be ready to come assist. And I made sure all blocks on you doing fill in shifts for the local agencies are gone. Your housing is taken care of with the stipend for familiar care. That should help." 
 
    I sagged in relief. "Yes. If I can work until school starts, I should be good then with working on the weekends. " 
 
    Alixant smiled. "Good. But be aware, I have a definite interest in your degree choices." There was something about his smile that made me wrinkle my nose. 
 
    I glanced at Jo and she smirked. "I still love you." 
 
    "Good. I'm starting to think I'll need it." 
 
    She laughed and wrapped an arm around me. "BFF. It's on my skin." 
 
    I'd make it. With Jo and now Carelian, I'd make it. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Education is the cornerstone of all magic. While some people are naturally talented or possess an intuitive ability to use their magic, we have found most mages find their skills increase by learning the foundations of science. Magic is based on science; you just need to understand it well enough to use magic efficiently. ~ OMO statement on higher education  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The mix of multi-vitamins, not enough coffee, and a breakfast burrito roiled around in my stomach as I re-centered my backpack and trudged towards the brick building. That imposing edifice hosted classes in magic and the science of magic, as well as more things I'd probably regret learning.  
 
    It's just college. You can do this. Get your degree. You want to be a doctor. This way you can do it and the FBI can take a flying leap, though being a pathologist might work well for both of us. Crime and medicine.  
 
    The path to my first class seemed more arduous than it really was in the chilly January morning. The last three and a half months had disappeared like a wisp of smoke. Alixant hadn't been kidding when he said my name had gotten out to the papers, and until they captured a unicorn in Centennial Park, not one with sharp fangs thank the merlins, I remained their favorite story. What I'd done, who I was, every detail they could dredge up got plastered across the headlines, especially my double merlin status. They'd even gotten a pic of my tattoo at some point. 
 
    While I looked forward to getting this new phase of my life over, I dreaded going back to school. After earning my Associate's degree in Medical Assistance, Criminal Justice, and the paramedic course, I'd figured I'd met my goals. I could have my own life. Finding out I was a merlin who emerged when my brother died a good ten years earlier threw all my plans into disarray. Emerging again as a double merlin elevated me to celebrity status among the mage stalkers. Not to mention the story of the year.  
 
    I feel sorry for all the kids who get saddled with my name over the next few years. Corisande is a bit much for anyone.  
 
    Through much negotiation with the GA MageTech administrators, with both Steven Alixant and Indira Humbert weighing in on my side, I entered as a junior. My science classes were all upper level, but the college stuck me in all the freshman magic classes as my knowledge of my abilities consisted only of what I'd read over the last few months.  
 
    "Would you stop? I can hear you stressing," Jo said, hip bumping me as we walked. "The class isn't that big of a deal. I bet you already know most of it. At least you can read without struggling." Her voice teasing.  
 
    Josefa Guzman, my best friend in the world. Her hair had grown at least six inches since she sacrificed it and more to save a stadium full of people. The vitamins Marisol Guzman, Jo's mom, shoved down our throats helped our hair grow. The glow on Jo's face and the sway to her walk were all related to Sable. They'd made their relationship formal at Christmas. I still didn't know how I felt about that. I liked Sable, but I didn't really know her. Both of our faults, I suspected. I was too busy trying to work while avoiding the press, and Jo was too over the moon with Sable to want to share, though at least that had started changing. As a Water mage, Sable seemed to take on the aspects of water just flowing with everything. I didn't know much about her besides her dad had been in the army while her mother was Japanese and had died when she was two. I couldn't even remember what her dad's name was or where he lived.  
 
    My hair had grown too, for the first time in years, and now hung in a ponytail about halfway down my back. And I'd gained weight, luckily in all the right places. It had the side effect of giving me a bit more in the chest area, bringing with it more clothes shopping, which I regarded as a definite negative. Jo, however, approved of my new figure. Too bad I didn't like girls. 
 
    "Yes I can read, and I might know some of it. But I've had to change my phone number twice. Be nice if I could keep this one. I'm just worried and not sure why. I'd rather be working. The last place wasn't too bad." I'd spent my time working as an on-call paramedic for the various companies in the area. It wasn't consistent, but they paid well. Alixant had arranged for the FBI to keep me on retainer, not that he'd needed me, but the extra money helped. Carelian ate a lot, all high protein expensive food that the stipend barely covered. 
 
    I think he eats better than me most days. 
 
    As if thinking about him grabbed his attention, his leash tugged on my wrist. ~Slow mortals. Ready for nap,~ Carelian said in my head. His voice was still that rich masculine rumble that vibrated through my mind while my ears heard nothing. 
 
    "Am I going to get used to that someday?" Jo asked, regarding him as he walked ahead of us. His rich red fur looked like rubies in the light of the halogens on the campus. He walked slowly, giving off an air of boredom, but from his twitching ears and whiskers I knew he tracked everything that moved.  
 
    "I'll let you know when I do. So far the answer is no." 
 
    Carelian talked more lately, and he had the subversive habit of ignoring all the typical familiar expectations. Most familiars were one-mage creatures. They almost never associated with anyone else outside some married mages. My familiar was an attention whore and absolutely shameless. He spoke to me, Jo, Sable, Marisol, even Stinky if he was eating a BBQ sandwich that Carelian wanted. If you offered to scratch his ears, he'd accept and drool on you. Personally, I thought he did it to thumb his metaphorical nose at someone or something, but I didn't mention that.  
 
    "Well, I'm dropping you off here. My class is in the next building. See you at home tonight?" 
 
    "That's the plan." I gave Jo a smile as she headed out, watching her go with a vague sense of envy. She still checked every box for Latina bombshell and loved playing it up. I was average as you could get, except for the merlin tattoo with four strongs filled in. I had the sudden urge to pull my brown hair out of the ponytail and cover up the tattoo that went from above my eyebrow to the cheekbone under my right eye. Which meant there was no way to hide my status.  
 
    "Come on Carelian, let's get the learning off to an educational start."  
 
    He twitched his ears at me, his opinion of school guarded, but we entered the building. A few other students were up for this early morning class, all clutching coffee just like me. At least I didn't have my first class until nine A.M. on Mondays. It was one of the few benefits, but Tuesday and Thursday mornings a class started at eight-thirty. I was cramming courses as much as I could, wanting it done as soon as possible, which meant twenty-four credit hours and early mornings.  
 
    Oh well, at least I have good coffee to get me through.  
 
    As we passed students in the building, many of them did a double take at Carelian, then a triple take when they looked at me. Carelian was worth the second look. He'd grown fast over the last three months. Where he'd barely weighed a pound when he flew into my arms, literally, he was pushing fifteen pounds now. Though he really was still just a kitten. From the size of his paws, the front ones with opposable thumbs, he had another twenty or more pounds to go. Some books suggested he would grow to about the size of a large bobcat or lynx. But human smart, with thumbs. I avoided thinking about that whenever possible. Once he realized he could operate a can opener, the apartment would reek of tuna.  
 
    The leash and harness he wore was purely for show. He could get it off if he wanted to. Per him, it was amusing to take his mage on walks. I wasn't about to argue.  
 
    The other students' hard looks at me, specifically the side of my head, made me cringe. I'd have to learn to own my status, but for now, I missed being able to fade into the woodwork. It had made everything easier. 
 
    I pasted a smile on my face and headed for my classroom. Jo and I'd mapped out all my classes last week before school started, so I knew where I needed to go. I slipped into the stadium seating classroom with seats for about fifty. Since I didn't know how full it would be, I went all the way to the back and got an aisle chair. That way if the class met capacity, Carelian could nap in the area behind my seat and be out of the way. Till then he sprawled on a ledge behind that last row, surveying his domain. 
 
    Scoping everything out, I dug out my book, notebook, and a set of pens. Five rows of ten chairs, with a podium, media stand, whiteboard, and pull-down screen. Beige walls ran into worn red bricks with windows that looked out at the Atlanta freeway system and downtown. Not the best view, but considering our apartment had the view of another apartment, it rated higher. 
 
    One other student had been there before I walked in. He had dirty brown hair, pasty white skin, and was significantly overweight. He sat in the middle front row, with his eyes closed. Glancing at my phone I saw class would start in fifteen minutes. Ten till eight and students started trickling into the classroom.  
 
    By eight the classroom contained twenty-five students. Most stayed down closer to the podium, I didn't mind. One or two glanced at me, then Carelian, but they didn't say anything. At one minute after eight, a man in jeans and a long cable-knit sweater stalked in. Part of me imagined him with a cape billowing behind him, and I smiled a bit. He looked like he just had that sort of panache. I figured his age at mid-thirties, with dark brown hair, skin darker than Jo's nutmeg color, but very European facial structure. He didn't smile, but he didn't frown; he just gazed at us. 
 
    "This is Magic Basics 101, the first class you take. As a mage you are required to take this course at the start of your academic career. I am Professor Bernard Smythe. I will be your taskmaster, your guide, and your foe as I make sure you all understand the basics of magic." He spoke with an assured manner, his accent clipped and brisk, but with an odd softness to some vowels. It reminded me of an actor from a TV drama show set in New York. 
 
    "I don't care if you show up to this class or not, but let me make it very clear, you cannot graduate if you do not pass this class and I do not give easy grades. Is that understood?" His eyes roamed across the classroom and I wanted to shrink away from his gaze. As he turned, I saw the tattoo on his temple, a Pattern mage. 
 
    Odds are if he's a teacher, he's an archmage. This should be an interesting class. 
 
    I pushed my doubts away and focused on the class. The requirement to pass it factored into my thoughts, but I also needed to know this stuff. It would give me the ability to act and maybe quit letting people die. 
 
    "Everyone has different strengths, and what you are strong in tends to be what you focus on. Raise your hand as I say the element you are strong in." 
 
    "Transform." I watched two kids raise their hands. I watched him make notes on his phone as he stood erect at the front of the class eyeing all of us. 
 
     "Psychic." I raised my hand. I was the only one. 
 
    He kept going through all of them, the last one being Time. Once again, I raised my hand just as I had for Non-organic, Earth, and Relativity. 
 
    "Thank you everyone. You in the back." He pointed at me. "Stand up." 
 
    Unsure, I stood, once again a kid trying to figure out what I'd done wrong.  
 
    "Did you misunderstand my instructions?" His voice was biting and snide, and it kicked my issue with authority into gear. 
 
    "No. Your instructions were very clear." 
 
    "Then please explain why you raised your hand for five ability sets? Which isn't possible, so you must not have understood what I asked for." Even from the top of the seats where I was, I could see his sneer. 
 
    "Because I am a double merlin and I am strong in all the branches I raised my hand for, plus I have a familiar." At my words, Carelian jumped up past me, walking on the back of the seats as if they were a smooth flat surface, not pointed edges, his tail lashing, and glaring at everyone who stared at me. 
 
    Every head in the classroom turned to look at me. Bernard froze, then his sneer deepened. "So you're the one the media is fawning over. So special that you have not only double the access to power than any other mage, but a familiar to boot. The one who saved a stadium full of people with ease and fought not only a unicorn but a gorgon back to their planes."  
 
    His voice mocked me. I wanted to give Jo the credit—she'd earned it. But every time I tried people wouldn't believe me. So I'd quit and I didn't bother now. 
 
    "I was there, yes, but I'm here to learn because I don't know how to use the magic they say I have." 
 
    And I didn't. I knew that and it drove me crazy. 
 
    "At least you have some humility. Fine, Corisande Munroe. Don't expect me to go easy on you because you're the media darling or the rare unicorn mage. I have no use for people who take the painless way out." 
 
    Anger flashed through me, but I just smiled my customer service smile. All teeth, no meaning. "I wouldn't expect you to." 
 
    Bernard turned away and I sat back in my chair, all too aware of the students staring at me. Most of them didn't turn from gawking at me until he started talking. The boy, the one who I thought was sleeping when I came in looked at me for a long time and something moved on his lap. A creature with more legs than was natural even for a spider climbed his shoulder. Its many eyes didn't move away from me the entire class.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    It is well known that the various ranks of mages have different power levels and the more powerful you are the smaller an offering is for the same effect. While a hedgemage may require upwards of a hundred thousand molecules for a specific action, an archmage may only require five thousand for the same action. When you factor in merlins and familiars, the cost can drop into the hundreds. As no mage does magic exactly the same even with identical understanding of science, a definitive matrix has not been created. ~ Magic Explained. 
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    I met up with Jo for the next class—Magic 101 Lab. My temper still simmered as I walked into class. Jo already had a seat, and I headed towards her. I saw the student with the familiar coming in after me as I reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    "I swear if this teacher is as big of an ass as the last one, I'm quitting." I all but threw my books into the chair next to me as I dropped down into the seat. 
 
    Jo flinched at my words and then glanced at Carelian, whose lashing tail reflected my mood perfectly. 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Did you have Bernard Smythe for Magic 101?" I asked as I settled into the seat. I needed to calm down, but my blood boiled under my skin, making me snappish. 
 
    "No. I think he's new this year. Why, what happened?" She looked at me, brows furrowed.  
 
    I sighed. "Tonight. I start now and I'll miss most of this class due to my annoyance." 
 
    "That good? Dang. Is it okay if Sable comes over for dinner tonight? I'm going to make enchiladas." 
 
    I snorted in amusement. "For your enchiladas I might put up with Bernard Smythe coming over and sneering at me." 
 
    Jo snickered but hushed it as Indira walked in at the front of the classroom. Indira Humbert had barreled into my life as an expert to train me on closing portals. The part that I still needed to figure out is why she had tried to seduce me. Her long ebony hair, curvy figure, intelligence, and husky voice would have made most people tumble for her. Me? It kinda creeped me out.  
 
    "Oh, we get her as a teacher?" Jo all but purred the words and sat up straighter. 
 
    "And here I thought you were committed to Sable," I teased, giving her a side-eyed look.  
 
    "I am," she protested. "That doesn't mean I can't enjoy the world around me, does it?" 
 
    "No, but I guess I find Sable prettier." 
 
    "Hey, you trying to steal my girlfriend?" Jo had a smile as she wiggled her eyebrows at me. 
 
    "Please, Sable would never stoop to me. Nah, just Sable is"—I sifted through words to find the right one—"more real. Indira? I'm never sure if I'm dealing with her or the act she's putting on at any given moment. And I really want to know who was behind her trying the whole seduction thing on me." 
 
    Jo shrugged. "Ask her?" 
 
    "I have. She just smiles and changes the subject. Oh well. As a teacher, I can deal with her." 
 
    We fell silent as Indira cleared her throat and the class quieted down. "Good morning, mages. My name is Indira Humbert and I'll be your teacher for the Magic Lab. Mostly we focus on offerings and how to make them. As you get more skilled over the years, these classes will become more specific, allowing you to use stored fat, blood, even your teeth if needed. For this, your first course, we will focus on using your magic to the best effect. How many here have already made an offering of one sort or another?" 
 
    Every hand in the classroom raised and she smiled, red lips full across white teeth. "Excellent. Then you all know that feeling, that knowledge of what it will cost. How many of you were presented with a cost that was too high to pay,"—she paused and I swore her eyes darted to Jo—"or a high price that you chose to pay?" 
 
    Only three hands raised—one was Jo. I squeezed her leg, so glad the cost of saving everyone in the stadium had only been her hair and nails, things easy to grow back. Jo ducked her head and flicked her hand at Indira. I let my emotions settle and focused on our instructor. 
 
    "I see some of you have found that some things are beyond your abilities. What I'm about to tell you may or may not surprise you. You can control both where the offering comes from and the quantity of the offering based on what you offer." Murmuring met her comment, and she laughed. "I see many of you don't believe me. I'll prove it. For those of you in the back, I'm an Entropy mage also strong in Time. My expertise is planar openings and time effects on materials." She smiled again; this time her smile held a threat. "So don't think I am a pushover." Her smile felt like a bladed weapon as she raked the classroom with it. "Now that we have that settled, let's get into what I meant about offerings having different values." 
 
    Indira moved to the cabinets in a corner and brought out a candle and a clear mug. "Fire is one of my weak branches, but it works excellently for examples in lab settings. The effects are unmistakable." 
 
    She set the items on the table at the front and filled the clear mug with water from a bottle in her bag. "As I am sure, many of you have played with your elemental abilities as they tend to be the easiest to tap into, not to mention stories, movies, and books love to play with them. Earthquakes and fire make for sensational effects as well as primal terror. No one likes to feel the ground give beneath their feet." 
 
    Stepping back, she waved at the two objects. "Most of you have played with lighting a candle and know how little it takes. In terms of hair, what have most of you found is the standard offering for lighting a candle?" 
 
    My fire counted as null, though from what Alixant said I should be able to use it if desperate enough. I realized the only element I could access was Earth. Was that normal or strange? 
 
    Like I have to ask. It's me. Of course it's strange. 
 
    People were raising their hands and after taking answers the group agreed it cost less than three inches of a strand of hair. But when it came to boiling water at least five or more ten-inch strands—a decent sized offering. 
 
    "Here is my question—do any of you know why there is such a difference?" Indira scanned the room and I was very glad she hadn't done more than linger on me for a second. I thought I knew the answer, but after the last class I had no desire to draw more attention to myself.  
 
    The class was silent as no one provided an answer. Indira smiled. "How many of you look at the wick of the candle and will it to ignite?" 
 
    Half the room raised their hands. 
 
    "What about making the water boil? How many just will it to boil?" This time about a third. I couldn't see facial expressions, which frustrated me.  
 
    She moved back behind the table and scanned the room. "You." Indira pointed at a woman seated near the front. "Come up here please." 
 
    The woman froze for a second, then rose and moved to the front. "I asked her up here because no matter how good your eyes are, you will not be able to see me holding up a single strand of hair, but she can." She made as if she lifted something from her head. "I am holding one strand. I want my witness to watch the end of this strand very carefully." 
 
    The student leaned forward, peering at the strand. The candle lit. The woman jerked upright and looked at Indira in surprise.  
 
    "Only about a fraction of an inch disappeared. Not even half an inch," she said, her voice carrying in the suddenly quiet classroom. 
 
    "That is what you can do if you know what you're doing. Rather than me lighting the entire visible wick, I encouraged one molecule of the wick to speed up, that brought others, and once there was a flame, the rest joined in. I didn't need to make all of them burst into flames, just one." 
 
    It clicked in my head and I knew I'd be studying a lot about molecular structures and patterns so I could think how to break them. The comment Scott Randolph had made back in Rockway made sense. He talked about the difference between H2O and H2O2. If you didn't understand how the molecules went together you could create the wrong one. It also meant I would be studying all those anatomy books I'd gotten until I had everything memorized. The decision to go for pre-med by getting my biology degree and to minor in Criminal Justice as well as Psychic Magic seemed perfect now that I finally realized how to get it. Back at the stadium, I'd been guessing and hoped Jo had learned enough to pull it off. I still didn't know how much Carelian had contributed to her success. I suspected lots. 
 
    Shaking myself out of my musings, I focused back on Indira who pointed at the water. "Most of you tell it to boil. We all know, or should, that the boiling point of water is 100⁰ Celsius or 212⁰ Fahrenheit give or take a few degrees depending on your altitude. Now don't get me wrong, depending on the profession you go into, those few degrees might make an immense difference, but for this point I'm just going with the basic of 100⁰ Celsius. And note if you get into some of the edgier science jobs, knowing how pressure works can make your life easier. But we are dealing with basic molecules of water, H2O. If I want this to boil, the easiest way is to move them faster, which agitates the other molecules of water and they move faster too. This creates the temperature change we call heat. But I don't need anywhere near as many because I'm not trying to move heat into the water, I'm making the water heat itself. Watch if you please." 
 
    Indira had grabbed three strands of hair, and her hair was at least ten inches long. The student focused on those strands of hair and they vaporized as the water came to an abrupt boil and then slowed down.  
 
    "Who can tell me the problem with doing it this way?" Indira asked dropping what remained of her strands of hair, now about half gone though still a fraction of the price most of us would have had to pay. 
 
    "It isn't boiling anymore," said someone in the front row. From what I could tell everyone in the room was absolutely focused on her. Even Carelian had his ears and whiskers flicked forward, his eyes not moving from her in the front.  
 
    "Exactly. Oh, I can make tea with it, but it hits that temperature once, and as soon as you quit providing power it stops. This is why generally building a fire and then feeding it material is much more efficient than trying to heat things yourself, though chefs with fire will find they can control temperature almost exactly, pulling heat away from food with barely an offering because it is so subtle and in some ways it provides its own offering." 
 
    It what? 
 
    I jerked straighter in my chair and a mischievous grin crossed over her face. "Which you will find out about in later classes. This is an intro lab class. We will have guest speakers and talk about the intricacies of how to cast spells, even in branches you are null in for your class. So, by the time you are done in this course everyone should be able to do spells in all four of your classes. Though some of you," her eyes darted to me for a split second, "will be able to do them in all twelve." 
 
    Before anyone could react to that, she turned to the student assistant. "Thank you. You may return to your seat." As the student returned to her seat Indira addressed us again. "What if I told you I could do the exact same thing for a fraction of the offering that I paid?" As she spoke, she dumped out the still steaming water into a thermos and dropped a tea bag in it.  She then refilled it with water from her bottle.  
 
    There was a murmur, but not as much disbelief as there had been. I had zero doubt about her abilities. She'd already showed me how dangerous she could be.  
 
    "Same water, roughly the same temperature as the plastic container is hot. Previously it took me what, ten inches of three strands of hair which will take me about six months to replace? Which is why you rarely do offerings like that. But you don't get to your cosmetic offering class until you're sophomores—well some of you." Her eyes flicked up to me again and I wrinkled my nose, disliking knowing she was talking to me. "But we've always known some offerings had more power than hair or nails, which to be frank, are the weakest and easiest." 
 
    Indira bent over, getting something else from her bag, and I noted half the people in class leaning forward to get a look at her ass as she bent over. 
 
    "Really?" I muttered and Jo laughed a bit. 
 
    "She does have a nice figure." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    Jo just snickered and Indira stood up, holding something, but all I could tell was she held something. 
 
    "This is a lancet." She uncapped it and jabbed her finger. A tiny spot of red appeared. "This drop of blood, as small as it is, will do the same as my multiple strands of hair did. Watch the water." She glanced over towards it and the blood disappeared in a tiny puff and the water roiled in the container.  
 
    I watched and counted internally to myself. Where before the water had boiled for a few seconds, maybe five, this time I reached twenty before it stopped boiling. 
 
    "Living cells are the most powerful offerings we have, dead cells like hair, nails, etcetera are the weakest. Often you will have to decide how important something is to you. Blood can be replenished comparatively fast, but if you offer too much you die. People have died doing that. Sometimes knowing the cost, sometimes not thinking it through. Always think it through. Though some will give their life anyhow. It might be worth it." 
 
    Indira let that sit as she filled up her thermos with the still-simmering water and sealed it. The scent of cinnamon and chai hit my nose and I snickered a bit as she sipped her tea. 
 
    "Now, since that information has sunk in, here are the realities of what this course will entail. Mostly we will parallel what you are learning in your other magic courses. This is a lab class which is why it is only one credit hour and we only meet once a week. You will do monitored experiments here and talk about the results. A lot of this will be me showing you various ways to do the spells for the different branches. The good thing for me is there is no assigned homework."  
 
    There was a low mutter of joy at that, which I couldn't argue with since just the amount of homework from my first class worried me. Her smile chilled the little spurt of joy I had, and I heard some other students wake to that fact. "I will, however, be giving you experiments to try at home. This is because your finals, which will be an all-day class, involve you coming up here and demonstrating an example of using a branch for the least amount of offering possible. If you aren't doing the experiments, trust me, you will fail." 
 
    I leaned over to whisper to Jo. "Weren't you supposed to have taken this last semester?" 
 
    Indira's comment about matching what you're doing in your other classes made me think it was for freshmen in their first semester.  
 
    Jo tilted her head towards me, her voice just as low. "Yeah, but there was a conflict on a class that's only offered once every two years and I needed it. Since this is every semester, I grabbed that one. Not like I can't take what I've already learned and try to enhance it." 
 
    That made sense so I went back to what Indira was teaching. It proved interesting. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Retired mages are a strange bunch. They habitually break down into two groups. The first group rarely uses magic again outside small daily things like cooling a drink or getting something off a tall shelf. They don't push the boundaries, they act like they've never been anything above a hedgemage. The other group experiments nonstop, creating an entire second job over seeing where the limits of our understanding of magic really is. There is an oddly high death rate—those mages and merlins tend to die the most. ~ Magic Explained. 
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    Two weeks into college and I was about ready to scream. Students everywhere cast sidelong glances at me, and I had three who asked for my autograph. My tattoos were what everyone wanted to see and if people didn't quit walking up to me and moving my hair to touch them, I might kill someone. It had gotten so bad I started wearing my hair in a ponytail just to prevent people from touching me. That creeped me out. 
 
    What it was doing was making college social isolation hell. If it wasn't for Jo, and to a certain extent Sable, I might have given up. Not having besties in class I could handle. I had before. People treating me like I carried the plague was getting to me. Even Carelian was snarling more, and I didn't know what to do.  
 
    Bernard Smythe taught the Magic 101 course, while Indira ran the Magic 101 Lab course. I figured I could handle those along with the History of Magic. My schedule for this semester looked packed, but I had enough money to get me through to the summer, where I would take eight to ten credits and work, trying to catch up and make it through the next semester. I'd also set up to be on-call during all the breaks, which should help with me staying above water, financially at least. The money I made while working for the FBI had been a nice chunk and my bank account almost made me happy. But I had a long way to go.  
 
    You don't have time to worry about people. Focus on class and get through it. It will be a long two years and people need a chance to let this summer fade. 
 
    Dinner with Sable tonight. I liked her, I did, but I still felt like the odd one out. Hopefully, it would change now that we had a set schedule. Either way, a Monday full of classes had left me exhausted. Bernard Smythe hadn't warmed up over the last two weeks. If anything, I seemed to present a personal affront to him I didn't understand. At least Indira had said nothing directly to me, but I only had her on Mondays. Once a week didn't seem to matter. My chem class was interesting but full of homework, as were the law, history, and biology classes. I laughed as I lugged books around. I understood why Jo had been struggling. My assigned reading list made me shiver in dread. But the day was over. Magic Law and Ethics were the last class of the day for me, so now to home, dinner, and study. 
 
    Jo still cooked, though I'd gotten MUCH better. Amazing how well you could function when things quit going wrong around you. We'd learned whenever I was stressed, or upset, I had a habit of pulling both the Murphy's Curse and Lady Luck around me. But now we could both sense them and disperse them rapidly. It made for excellent practice for both of us.  
 
    My plan for the evening was dinner, my magic paper, the same one I'd helped Jo with last semester though I'd try to come up with fresh ideas about bio matter you could use. I had a theory I wanted to play with and see if it worked. People would regard it as gross, but if it worked, it implied some interesting options should worse come to worse in a situation where you needed magic. 
 
    ~Home, tired, hungry,~ Carelian whined in my head. His head stuck out of the bag, but when I looked down, his eyes were closed. 
 
    "How can you be tired? I'm the one carrying you." He didn't answer, and I laughed. Another ten minutes I should be at the apartment. Jo took a much lighter course load than I did, with only fourteen hours, and her classes were over by one on Mondays.  
 
    My phone jangled, and I fumbled to pull it out of my backpack. A number I didn't recognize sat on the screen. It didn't say Spam or Telemarketer, but I'd had too many reporters call me. I hit deny and waited to see if they would leave a message. To my annoyance, they did. With a sigh, I put in headphones and pushed play as I walked. Almost home. 
 
    "Miss Munroe. My name is David Carlson. I am the lawyer for the estate of James Wells. I need to meet with you immediately to discuss the clause that has activated for your inheritance. You can reach me at," he said the phone number twice and then hung up. 
 
    What in the world? I never met James Wells. Why would he leave anything to me? 
 
    I touched the missed call on the phone and waited. He answered on the second ring which set off alarm bells in my skull. 
 
    "David Carlson." 
 
    "Hi, this is Cori Munroe. You called?" 
 
    "Yes. Miss Munroe. When can we meet?"  
 
    His urgent request caught me off guard and I slowed my pace. I felt Carelian moving around in his bag, but I didn't look down to check on him. 
 
    "Umm, I might have time this weekend. Why? What do you need to talk to me about?" 
 
    "That is too late. How about tonight? I'm in Atlanta." 
 
    What is going on? What could be so important? 
 
    "I'm headed home, and I have a bunch of studying to do. Can't it wait until Sunday?" 
 
    "I fear not. I have your address down as"—he provided the apartment number and complex where Jo and I lived and my alarm changed to outright fear. "I can swing by in twenty minutes." 
 
    Somehow, I didn't think I'd get to say no. Sable was coming over, so that was two archmages and a merlin. And Sable knew more than both of us put together. If the three of us couldn't handle one person… 
 
    Who am I kidding? A strong merlin, learning what I am, could kill us as soon as he saw us. Either I say no or…  
 
    "Let me call you back."  
 
    "Miss Munroe, it is imperative that I talk to you immediately." He didn't sound stressed, just insistent. Two could play that game.  
 
    "And I'll call you back. " I hung up and dialed another number in my contact list. 
 
    "Cori. To what do I owe this honor?" Alixant's voice rang in my ears and I closed my eyes for a moment. Scared or desperate, both were sucky reasons to call the man. But he'd been decent over the last few months, and while we weren't friends, I'd have agreed with amiable coworkers.  
 
    "Why is a lawyer contacting me about James Wells' estate and why does he want to meet with me?" Niceties were wasted on Alixant, so I never bothered. Silence on the other end, one that I recognized. "You know something. What?" 
 
    "Know might be too strong of a word. Suspect is more likely. When does he want to meet?" 
 
    "Now. Tonight. He already knew my address." That part bugged me more than I wanted to admit. 
 
    "Meet with him. Not sure you're going to like what he has to say. Want a friendly shoulder?" His voice was a touch too casual, and I slowed my walk even more. I didn't need this today, I had homework to do, and it was already looking like a long week.  
 
    "I thought you were back at Quantico." I stood in the icy air. January was mild this year, but still it had a nip to it. The campus bustled around me, though students gave me a wide berth. Even after so short a time, the cat and my tattoos acted as a warning to everyone. 
 
    "I was. They transferred me down here last week as my new duty post. They're concerned about the sudden spike of high-level emergences in the Atlanta area." 
 
    I couldn't help it, I laughed. "So I was right? The planar rips created a bunch of new mages?" 
 
    "While there seems to be a correlation, there is no definite causation at this time," he replied, his voice dry, but I heard a hint of humor in it.  
 
    "Just tell me nothing about the rips causing emergences made it into the papers." I dropped my voice, barely whispering. "People causing rips would be bad." The thing that had come out of the Chaos plane and took the serial killer mage still gave me nightmares occasionally. While I knew there were other things roaming around, I'd take unicorns with fangs any day of the week over that thing.  
 
    "No. We never wrote that information down. While there have been a few closed-door meetings about it, it has been made very clear that nothing will be documented about it." I relaxed, but he continued. "And I assume you are being as circumspect?" 
 
    "Did I strike you as stupid and insane? The last thing I want is any more like him." 
 
    Or me. 
 
    I didn't say that last part, just let it remain unsaid in the space between the words. 
 
    "Exactly. If you want, I can show up as a disinterested third party."  
 
    I groaned silently, tilting my head back. He was too disinterested. Subtle was not something he did well. 
 
    "How badly are you going to throw me to the wolves?" I picked up my pace, wanting to be home. 
 
    "Depends on who you're talking to." He didn't pretend not to understand, and I appreciated that. "Me not at all. My superiors, more than I'm comfortable with. I don't know for sure what he has to say, though I have a suspicion. I am on your side, Cori." 
 
    "That would be more reassuring if I knew which side that was in this situation. The one with the sharks or the one with the cannibals?" 
 
    He chuckled, and the laugh made me smile. Someday, if the stick up his butt disappeared a bit more, he might be a good friend. "Let's aim for the island you have all your friends on. Jo isn't to be discounted, nor her family. And from what I know about Sable and her dad, neither of them are pushovers either." 
 
    "Really? How deep is the surveillance on me?" Part of me wanted to spin in a circle looking for the spies, but I knew I wouldn't see them. 
 
    "Not that deep. Basic records. Why don't you suggest the coffee shop off of First?" 
 
    I knew that one. It wasn't too far from the apartment. If I picked up the pace, I could drop off stuff, tell Jo, and then get there all in about twenty minutes. I pulled the phone away and glanced at it. A few minutes before five. "Fine, I'll tell him five-forty-five, which will mean I don't have to rush." 
 
    "Sounds good. I'll head that way shortly. Besides, Siab sent something for you." 
 
    Thinking of Siab garnered a smile. The Hmong scientist had been the first person to accept me in his group and she had a personality I enjoyed. "She transferring down too?" 
 
    "We're still discussing it, but maybe. There are other things at play. Remember, you're drafted, not a slave." His voice held humor and a gentle reminder.  
 
    "Uh huh. Let's have this discussion after my service is done." I hung up and hit redial on the phone. It rang once, then Carlson answered. "Miss Munroe?" 
 
    "I'll meet you at Blue Donkey at quarter to six."  
 
    "Are you sure? This really might be better at your residence." 
 
    "Blue Donkey or nothing," I replied, my voice firm. I didn't want someone I didn't know in our place. It felt too much like an invasion. 
 
    "Very well. I'll meet you there. Thank you." 
 
    I hung up, and glanced down at Carelian, who had seemed very interested in the whole conversation. "Let's get home, get you fed, and then I guess I'll be finding out what lawyers want with me." 
 
    He flicked an ear in response. I snickered and picked up the pace. I wanted to be there early. Maybe I could get something in a corner to provide some privacy. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    While STEM courses are required for all mages getting degrees under the Mage Draft, many will choose minors in things like fashion design, graphic design, or other creative aspects that their personal interests lead them towards. This has benefited many of those who are magicians or wizards, as this will help them get jobs in industries that are not as heavy in the hard sciences. ~ OMO informative brochure 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    I approached the Blue Donkey, Carelian on my chest, and Jo and Sable walking behind me. No one would let me go alone, and I'd run out of time to argue with them. So instead of me and Alixant, I had a group with me. But since I'd quit arguing with them and annoyance fueled my ability to walk fast, we got there about five-thirty. The Blue Donkey had lots of funky tables and corners. There was one person seated in the back corner at a large table, a four-person booth bench against the wall and four chairs. It would be perfect.  
 
    "Ugh. I hate asking people to move, but I think we need isolation." I dug in my pocket and pulled out a twenty, hoping it would be enough. "Give me a minute." 
 
    "Sure. Want me to order you something? Dinner will be fine until we get back." Jo looked at me expectantly. Personally, I wanted to be home eating her chili. That was the nice thing about slow cookers, they could be set to warm.  
 
    "Please. I have homework to do tonight. Single origin coffee, extra sugar, large?" 
 
    Sable winked at me as the two of them headed to the counter and I went to try to convince the person to let me have the table even though they were there first.  
 
    As I approached, I realized I knew him. Well, I'd seen him. He sat in the front row of the Magic Lab and Magic 101, not that I had talked to him or even knew his name. He looked up as I approached and his familiar, because there was no other way anything with that many legs would be allowed in here otherwise, peeked out from underneath the long hair that he wore loose. I cataloged him quickly—young, in worse shape than me, pale skin, light brown hair and light brown almost amber eyes. He assessed me at the same time. 
 
    "What does the savior of the SEC want with me?" His voice flat and unaccented, nothing southern in it at all. 
 
    "Oh, please, that name is so stupid and inaccurate." I felt my face heat. Of all the things the press had called me, that one had to be the worst. "I was there. I did what I could. I'm frankly relieved the unicorn didn't eat me and that that thing from Chaos left with only the jerk." 
 
    His lips twitched, but his eyes stayed steady. "That didn't answer my question." 
 
    I swallowed and tugged on my ponytail. "This is super rude, and I'm sorry to even ask, but some lawyer wants to meet me. I don't trust him, so I chose some place public. My friends refused to let me come alone." I waved at Jo and Sable who were waiting for our drinks. "And I'd really like a table out of the way." I thrust the twenty at him. "I can pay for the inconvenience, and I mean you don't have to say yes, but please?" 
 
    He looked at me for a long moment. "Huh, not all pretty girls are bitches or full of themselves. Come on, Arachena." He stood and gathered his books into a pile as the familiar waved a leg at me. "Keep the money. I needed to head home anyhow. Good luck with the meeting." A quick nod and he headed to the door, leaving me standing there. 
 
    "Cool, he let us use the table? Didn't charge you?" Jo asked, nodding at the twenty still in my hand. 
 
    "No. And I think he said I was pretty." The entire conversation had left me confused.  
 
    "Cori, you might not be gorgeous like Sable is, but you are very cute and adorable. Especially when confused." Jo bopped my nose as she slid into the booth and Sable followed laughing.  
 
    Before I could respond, or even address her comments, I felt Alixant come in. He had this presence that made me aware or annoyed. I couldn't decide which, but it was interesting to watch him walk across the coffee shop and see at least half the heads in the place turn to follow him.  
 
    "Damn, too bad I gave up men," Sable muttered. 
 
    "He's not that attractive," I protested, but it came out weak as I watched the calculating look from women. 
 
    "Good choice of table. Jo. Sable. Carelian. I need a drink." He nodded at each of us, including Carelian, who I hadn't had time to let out of the bag, then spun on his heel, striding towards the counter.  
 
    "Yes, yes he is," Sable muttered then looked at me for the first time ever I felt like she really saw me. The deep down me that only Jo had seen before. "Huh. Yeah, I need to quit letting Jo distract me." 
 
    "About?" I grabbed the drink and took a swig, the caffeine centering me. Nothing made sense, and I needed to focus. Before I could figure out what to follow up on, Alixant came back and pointed imperiously at the chair in the corner.  
 
    Sable shook her head avoiding my question. "Sit over there. Means you'll have Jo on one side, me on the other. And I assume Carelian will do what he does." 
 
    "He's a cat, regardless of anything else. He usually does." I let him out of the bag so he could make sure the location met his standards, not that I had any idea what those were. 
 
    Alixant smirked as I settled down. "He figure out how to open things yet?" 
 
    "SHUSH!" All three of us said in vehement voices. "We do NOT talk about that." We knew he had an opposable thumb, we were all rather terrified of what he might realize he could do with that thumb. 
 
    A snerk escaped from him before he managed to sit down. "Understood. Sounds like stories friends tell me about things their kids didn't need to hear about saying the walk word infront of their dogs. He'll figure it out soon." He held the coffee in front of him as a shield. I just glared.  
 
    "There is no reason to hurry the apocalypse, thank you. We are already aware of the fact that his tail can be used like an extra hand." 
 
    ~I can hear you,~ his voice rumbled in my mind. ~What don't I know?~ 
 
    Alixant arched a brow as Jo reached down and picked Carelian up, scratching behind his ears and under his chin at the same time. "That we think you are the smartest, prettiest cat in the universe." His eyes closed and he purred as she applied her magic fingers.  
 
    ~Distraction acceptable.~ 
 
    I glared at Alixant who held up his hands in surrender. Once Carelian figured out just how to use his "fingers" then we were in big trouble. As it was, neither of us ever used a can opener in front of him.  
 
    "Here, Siab asked me to give this to you." He handed me a small envelope package. I picked it up and opened it, curious as to what she would send—she had my email address.  
 
    "Oh look!" I pulled out a woven strap. It was a collar about an inch wide with Carelian's name woven into it in greens and purples. "Oh, I'll need to send her a thank you." I admired the Hmong artwork, recognizing her skill in weaving it.  
 
    "She thought you might like it. It's strong, has room for a tag with your number, but since it's silk, his claws can shred it if he needs to." Alixant watched, a half-smile on his face. 
 
    "You like?" I showed it to Carelian who'd stuck his nose up from under the table. 
 
    ~Yes. Worthy,~ he declared but sank back under the table, still investigating the area. 
 
    The door to the coffee shop opened just as I checked my phone—five forty-five. "That's him." Alixant sounded absolutely sure as he watched the man walk in and pause, looking around. 
 
    "Do you know him?" Jo asked it for me, which helped because a desire to dive under the table and hide had grabbed me and I struggled to not panic. 
 
    "I'm aware of him. He handles a lot of estate law for merlins." 
 
    "But he's not a mage?" Sable seemed dubious as she glanced at him, then back at all the tattoos on our temples. 
 
    "No. He is a pure mundane. And it is one reason so many people use him. No magic." 
 
    The man must have spotted Alixant because his face went into a blank mask I envied. My emotions still showed on my face. Another skill I needed to develop. He stood up straighter. The thick black briefcase in his left hand moved in front as he came forward.  
 
    What is he shielding himself from? Us? 
 
    I looked around and wanted to snort. Two women, holding hands under the table if I had to guess, me, a cat, also under the table, and Alixant. Okay, Alixant had an imposing presence. The rest of us, not so much.  
 
    "Steven. To what do I owe your presence?" His voice sounded the same as it had on the call, smooth and flat, but lacking the urgency this time.  
 
    "Cori called. Asked me to be here." Alixant nodded at me as he spoke, and the man riveted his attention on me.  
 
    I didn't pull back, but all my alarms were going off in my mind. No matter what he said I knew down to my bones that I would not like it. Even worse, I suspected my life would get measurably more difficult. 
 
    "Miss Munroe, David Carlson at your service. I thought we would talk in private." He moved hazel eyes over my motley crew, arching a brown eyebrow as Carelian jumped up behind me and flopped on the booth ledge. I could feel his paws brushing the back of my neck. It gave me an odd sense of protection. Not that I had any idea what a ten-pound cat could do if he did attack. 
 
    "Not going to apologize. After the last few months, I don't trust anyone calling me out of the blue and wanting to meet. I'd rather have witnesses to anything you say or do." Having reporters harass me for three months had refined my ability to not trust anyone by leaps and bounds. I didn't need him, so I didn't need to try to curry his favor. 
 
    I saw his jaw clench a little, but then he smiled and nodded his head. "If I may?" He waved at the seat we'd left empty for him, putting him between Sable and Alixant. He opened the briefcase and pulled out three thick folders and pushed them to me. "These are yours. Please look through them at your leisure." He pulled out another thin folder and opened it. "I need to verify a few details." 
 
    I looked at the thick manila envelopes that looked like they were bursting at the seams. They lay there in the middle of the coffee-stained table, but I didn't touch them. Instead, I looked at the lawyer. 
 
    "Which would be?" 
 
    "You are in fact Corisande Lorelia Munroe. Twenty-one years old, born April 15, at 12:00 A.M. in Nashville, Tennessee?"  
 
    "Yes," I said warily unhappy about his knowledge, but that information had been released ages ago. Reporters pried into everything. 
 
    "The date of your suspected emergence"—his eyes flicked to my temple, then he restated—"your suspected first emergence is April 14th, the day your fraternal twin Stephanos Gregori Munroe died?" 
 
    This all felt like some weird reality that I didn't fully exist in. My head nodded without my being in control of it. 
 
    "I need you to answer verbally please." 
 
    He didn't snap, or even seem angry, just someone going through a process. That helped clear away some of the fog. "Yes." 
 
    "Excellent. Then given your registered status as a Spirit merlin and the only one who has emerged in the last decade that is female, you are officially recognized as the only heir to James Wells' estate. Sign here please." He slid the paper over to me, alone in the file.  
 
    I read it over, but it didn't say anything other than I was who I said I was. I signed and slid it back to him. 
 
    "Steven, would you sign as a witness, please?" 
 
    Alixant took the paper, scanned it, and signed. 
 
    "Excellent."  
 
    "David, what is this all about?" Alixant asked, his voice not even half as annoyed as I felt. All this, just to make me verify who I was? 
 
    "All in due time. Corisande Munroe, you are officially designated as the heir to James Wells' estate. Everything he owned, all the safe deposit boxes, and his private research is yours provided—" he broke off as people began speaking. 
 
    "Merlin's balls, Cori, you're rich," Jo said, her wide eyes looking at the manila envelopes.  
 
    Alixant almost spit out his coffee and looked at the lawyer. "Was he crazy? He left it all to some unknown merlin?" 
 
    "I just follow instructions. I have no idea what Mr. Wells did or didn't think. However, there are conditions to claiming this inheritance." 
 
    What little joy had been building in me snuffed out in a split second. "Figures. Oh well, easy come, easy go." 
 
    "Cori! Let's hear what the requirements are. Maybe it's easy," Jo protested, elbowing me. 
 
    "Jo, it's me. It's going to be something crazy, like climb Everest freehand or fly under my own power." 
 
    Sable snickered but she didn't disagree with my comment. 
 
    "They are not quite at that level, though, well," he cleared his throat, and I redirected my attention to him, sensing an even bigger issue than I thought. "The bequeathment is set up in stages. The first stage gets you the house. The second, all his bank boxes, and the third grants all remaining lands and holdings. It is my understanding that his research will be yours when you meet the second requirement. Let me do them in reverse order so they don't seem so daunting. I don't believe you will have an issue with the second or third." 
 
    Which meant I'd have an issue with the first, and these were a succeed in order thing. Why did magic think I was its chew toy? 
 
    Carelian snickered in my head and I turned to look at him, but he was watching my hair and avoided my gaze. With a glare I settled back against the booth and felt Carelian bat my ponytail immediately, catching and tugging, but never hard enough to hurt. I didn't mind as it let me feel him there without having to look around for him. So far, he hadn't scratched or bitten me, but being able to say stop or him give me a warning growl in my head also accounted for that. With his gentle touch keeping me centered I waited for the lawyer to speak.  
 
    "The third condition is completing your draft term of service. It is entailed so that if you die during your draft it would follow the terms of your will." He smiled at me, and if he meant that to be reassuring it wasn't. Both Jo and Sable had gone silent. "The second condition is to start your draft service. At that time, the bank boxes will be released to you." 
 
    I shrugged, trying to push away my unease at the idea of dying while in service. I still had to get through school, probably earn my masters if not my doctorate before I even started my draft.  
 
    Great the next fifteen years or so of my life all planned for me, regardless of what I wanted. 
 
    The urge to pout or throw a tantrum strummed through me, but I pushed it away.  
 
    "That sounds easy enough. What is the first condition?" 
 
    He looked down at his paper and cleared his throat again. I was about to offer to get him something to drink. "You need to understand this was all done assuming you were of college age when you emerged and when James was dying, he set all this up figuring it would be an incentive. I also wasn't involved when it was created, so I don't know what his thought processes were." He looked down at the table but shuffled the papers in his hands, making me doubt he actually saw them. 
 
    "Whatever you think it is, it probably won't be that horrid. Just say it." I just wanted this over with and had never counted on having anything to begin with. 
 
    Alixant had an odd look on his face, and I reminded myself once again that he must know something.  
 
    "Very well. Note that if you do not meet any of the conditions, all remaining items under the will are designated to Hisahito Yamato." 
 
    A hissed intake of breath had me glancing at Alixant. "What? Do you know who that is?" 
 
    He gave me an odd smile. "When you take some of the later classes you learn who the most politically influential mages are. That is the Majyutsu-shi of the Japanese Royal Yamato family. He is a merlin by rank, and the best English equivalent would be Royal Magician though his title is Majyutsu-shi Yamato. He's a Spirit merlin, and third cousin of the emperor." 
 
    There was much that lay unsaid there, like the fact the US and Japan had been on polite but distant terms since WWII, when three US merlins had transported a nuclear weapon into the heart of their military forces. The bomb had not reacted well to the teleportation and took out a nearby town, Hiroshima, at the same time. There were no survivors. While Japan bowed out of the war at that point, their government had never forgiven us, and few Americans went to Japan as tourists.  
 
    I gave Alixant a look, suspecting that the last thing the US government wanted was anything to fall into the hands of Japan, much less the royal family.  
 
    "Great. What's the initial condition?" I asked, exasperated. Tiptoeing around the issue wouldn't tell me anything. 
 
    "Yes, well. The first condition," he said, giving a reproachful glance. I rolled my eyes in response and motioned him to get going. "You will need to have your bachelor's degree by next summer. Basically, you have eighteen months to graduate." 
 
    "Are you freaking kidding me?"  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Estates for mages work the same as for anyone else. But those who live to old age often spent a lot of their time in retirement tinkering with things. Heirs are often surprised at the wide variety of esoteric items, both magical and mundane, that these mages seem to have attracted over their lifetimes. But all such hoards should be regarded with suspicion. More than one heir has lost their life to odd traps left behind. And sometimes, as in the Lizzy Borden case, they take others out as well. ~ History of Magic 
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    The outrage and arguing went on for another twenty minutes. I just sat there, thinking. Mostly thinking about how hungry I was.  
 
    "Enough." My voice wasn't that loud, but still the few people in the coffee shop not looking at us did now. 
 
    They all looked at me, and I sighed. "No matter how much you yell, protest, or anything else, he can't change it. If I want this, I need to meet the clauses in the will. Anything else doesn't matter. Now, I have dinner waiting at home, I have homework to do, and frankly I don't want to be here anymore." I pointed at the manila envelopes. "Those are mine to keep, right?" 
 
    "Yes. They detail out the contents for each section of the bequeathment."  
 
    "Great." I stood, swept them up into my arms, shoved the collar in my pocket, and grabbed the bag slipping it on. "Carelian, you coming?" 
 
    He jumped over to the table, letting me pick him up and slide him into the bag. "Jo, Sable, I'm starving. You ready to go?" 
 
    "Sure," Jo said, shrugging as she stood. 
 
    "Cori, you need to take this seriously," said Alixant. "There are dangerous people that are invested in his research. The government figured it might be something like this, but the terms were sealed. Which means they will not be happy finding out all that could go to a Japanese national." He looked at me, his eyes dark. 
 
    I'd worked my way around the table, holding the envelopes in one arm while trying not to bump Carelian into the table. As cute and funky as the place was, the coffee smells were making me nostalgic and starving. Two things I didn't want to deal with. 
 
    "Not my problem. Thanks for coming." I glanced at David. "I guess I'll let you know if I fail or make it. Don't change your number." I knew I was being rude, and I didn't care. All these people, men, telling me how to live my life. I just wanted them out of my life.  
 
    "Don't worry. Your progress will be tracked closely. Good luck." He sounded sincere, and that sent my nerves jangling.  
 
    "Thanks," I said, forcing a smile that had no amusement in it. I headed to the door, all too aware that he sat back down and started talking to Alixant, their body language intent. I shook my head and pushed open the door, Jo and Sable following close behind me. 
 
    "Cori, what in the world was all that?" Jo asked as Sable came up on my other side, framing me. Or protecting me. Both ideas made me worry. Not about them, well not about Jo at least, but either way. 
 
    "You heard what I did. I don't know anything else." 
 
    "Are you going to do it?" Sable asked, her voice low. 
 
    I half shrugged, glancing at her. She had twisted her long black hair with its eternally perfect corkscrews into a different pattern today, while her light caramel skin and almond-shaped eyes just added to her beauty. It'd be easier if she had a big scar or was fat or something. But she, like most mages, remained trim with smooth skin.  
 
    "I need to look. I'd worked it out to get my master's in two and a half years, letting classes overlap as it didn't matter. This might change things. Might mean a full load this summer instead of a partial one." That thought made me want to growl. I hated being super tight on money, and if I couldn't work this summer it would make next year difficult. 
 
    "We'll help," Jo burst out and I looked at her, confused. She grinned and expanded on her comment. "Sable's a junior, so she can help with some classes. You can use my audio stuff, maybe listen while you walk or in between classes. Means you won't have to carry as many books. And since you've already challenged some classes, for the history stuff maybe you can challenge that too, or just write a research paper. If the government is as heavy about this as Alixant says I bet they'd help to weigh in on your being able to challenge them." 
 
    "I'm willing to help. You should be taking classes with me fall semester, so I can help get you through it," Sable offered, giving me a real smile that made her even prettier.  
 
    Warmth flooded me. "I really do have the best, best friend." I winked at Sable. "And her choice in girlfriends isn't so bad either." 
 
    Sable grinned, and we stepped up our pace to the apartment, the chilly air acting as a motivator though the folders in my arms were calling to me also.  
 
    ~Out!~ Carelian demanded as we stepped in, and I let him down. He raced to the bathroom, and a minute later I heard a stream of liquid in the bowl. 
 
    "I know he's as smart as we are—" Sable started to say. 
 
    ~Smarter,~ Carelian interjected and Sable snickered.  
 
    "But it still seems odd to have him use the toilet." 
 
    "Trust me after the first month of needing to clean the litter box, I was delighted when he figured out how to balance. Makes all of our lives cleaner and less smelly, which I think he agrees with the most." I kicked off my shoes and headed to the kitchen. "What do you want me to do?" 
 
    "Nothing. I want to you sit down and go through those folders. I'm dying to know what is in them, even if you aren't." 
 
    "What she said. I'm curious," Sable put in as she headed to the kitchen to help. 
 
    "That, and Jo has told you horror stories about me in the kitchen." 
 
    "Possibly?" Sable drew out the word and I laughed.  
 
    "Fine, fine, but I am getting better. I can almost make soup without burning it. Besides, you're just dishing up chili," I protested, but moved over to the couch and put the envelopes on the coffee table. We usually ate there at the couch, well futon. Sable was the only person who'd really used the futon aspects of it, but it made for a nice couch.  
 
    I looked at the three envelopes, with nice legible handwriting on each. They were labeled: First Section, Second Section, Final Section. 
 
    "Oh, let's see what I'll lose first." I didn't mutter it quietly enough, so Jo heard me.  
 
    "Stop it. I know you. You don't let anything stop you once you get going. Just matters if you want this enough or not." 
 
    "And if I can pay all the bills," I pointed out as I turned to look at her. She and Sable came into the living room, carrying mugs of chili. Each mug had a creamy white dollop of sour cream covered with cheddar cheese on it. Sable had a hot chai tea for each of us. Jo made her chili with fire; milk or beer were the best options for cooling it. None of us really liked beer, so the chai with lots of milk proved the best option.  
 
    Sable started to say something, but shook her head, dropping onto the floor as Jo sat the mugs down. 
 
    "Rewards first. Then we can see if it is worth it. Heck, it might be a two-room shack in the Appalachians. Not sure that's worth anything. And, I mean, if that is the house the research might be a ratty notebook in a bank box," Jo teased me as she sat down on the other side. 
 
    "And the 'remaining lands and holdings'?" I asked, getting into the game. 
 
    "Oh, I have that," Sable said with a soft laugh. "A few acres of land that is contaminated by old leaking underground storage tanks, and the gas station remains that used to be there." 
 
    We all giggled at the ideas and I relaxed. It would be something more along that line than anything else, which made me less stressed about opening the folders. 
 
    I got a few more spoonsful of chili in my mouth, the jalapenos and the smoky bite of habanero salsa she always added fading as I sipped my tea. Sable and I found the cinnamon and cloves of the chai made a nice counterpoint to the chili. 
 
    "Okay, first one it is." I pushed the mug to the side, did a quick check to make sure I hadn't wrapped any magic around me, and opened the one marked First Section. It was the slimmest of the envelopes and I pulled out what looked like a realtor's listing stapled to a list of items, and a typed piece of paper. 
 
    I scanned the paper, but it said the same thing, providing the date I needed to earn my bachelor's degree by. A date that seemed much too close. I opted for the list of items in the house and let out a low whistle. "Somehow I don't think the place will be a dump. This lists furnishings, paintings, collectibles. It even says it's being maintained by a caretaker right now. A Lucille Magnum." I handed over the list for Jo and Sable to look at—it was five pages long—and picked up the real estate printout. It listed the appraisal, the land, address, and had pictures of the house from the outside and all the rooms, fully furnished. 
 
    I fell in love. Head over heels in love with that house. 
 
    It had three bedrooms, a study with a small library, a kitchen that Marisol would drool over, wraparound porch, and modern bathrooms. It'd been updated, but the outside screamed Victorian with character. From the deck to the burgundy trim on a light grey paint, the stained-glass windows and a third floor that was listed as unknown. I wanted that house more than I'd wanted anything. It called to me and I wanted to sink into the leather chair in the study. I wanted to put all my books in the small library and then get more. 
 
    "Wow. Cori, that house is incredible." Sable's voice made me realize I was holding the paper tight enough that it was wrinkling. I relaxed my grip and smoothed it out, then, with fingers that didn't want to release, handed it to them. 
 
    "Cori?" Jo looked at me, not the paper. "What is it?" 
 
    "I want that house. I want that to be my house. Jo, that is my house. All the dreams I never let myself dream, they are all there in that house." 
 
    She frowned at me, then leaned over Sable's shoulder to look at the pictures. I closed my eyes and took deep breaths.  
 
    Is the house worth it? Getting your degree won't be impossible, but it means killing yourself, overloading every class and fighting to challenge anything you can. 
 
    My heart responded to that internal question with a resounding yes. I swallowed. First, I needed to look at the rest. 
 
    The second section had a list of banks, the various boxes, and cryptic notes about their contents. Notebook on Psychic abilities. Planar research notes. Jeorgaz comments and instructions.  
 
    "Who the heck is Jeorgaz?" I asked looking up. Jo and Sable just shrugged as they finished studying the brochure. 
 
    "No clue," Jo said. "Friend? Imaginary friend? How am I supposed to know? But you're right, that's your house. I just have one complaint." She pushed the paper back. I resisted grabbing it and holding it to me, as if I could keep the house to myself by protecting a picture.  
 
    "And what would that be? Besides New York?" 
 
    "Okay, two complaints. New York! It snows up there and gets cold." 
 
    "Snow is fun and pretty. Drinking hot chocolate while watching it fall is delightful," Sable responded with a wistful grin. "Dad and I did that when we lived at Fort Drum. It was nice." 
 
    "Shoveling the snow after it's done falling," Jo countered, but she smiled. "But that is a minor complaint. We're supposed to grow old together. How am I supposed to do that if you live in a that house?" 
 
    As they teased, I'd pulled open the final folder, and it was the thick one. Multiple real estate listings, copies of deeds and properties owned, listings of businesses there were significant shares in, and then bank statements.  
 
    "Jo. That might not be an issue," I said, numb at this point. I slid over the real estate listings. "If I understand this, he owned the entire street. There were only three houses. The one I loved at the end of the cul de sac, a smaller craftsman on one side, and this one on the other. Says this was the original house before they parceled out the land. The Victorian was built in 1897 and the craftsman in 1928. But this one was built in 1843 and remodeled and modernized about ten years ago for his best friend, who died a few years ago." 
 
    The house I pointed out to her was a brick and wood Tudor-style mansion. My Victorian, it was already mine in my head, had three full baths and the three bedrooms, but the Tudor was a monster. Per the listing it had six bedrooms, including a master en suite, a nursery, cold room, kitchen, two dining rooms, and a back lawn you could play golf on.  
 
    "Wow. That's a nice house," Jo muttered as she traced the images with her fingers. Even Sable seemed entranced by it. 
 
    "It has a mechanics workshop and an experimental lab to one side too," I teased with a grin. "Lots of room for all the kids you want." 
 
    If I hadn't been watching her, I wouldn't have seen the flicker of her eyes and the wince that flashed across her face, but then it disappeared and she smiled at Sable.  
 
    "So, wanna move there and have a passel of kids with me?" Her eyebrows wiggled as she spoke. 
 
    "If that's a marriage proposal, it sucks. I'm worth way more than that. But, if that's your dowry, I might not say no." She grinned back, teasing as much as Jo. 
 
    "Huh. I guess I'm going to do this," I said as I looked at everything. The houses mattered more to me than anything else, though the number of zeros in the bank accounts would mean I'd never have to work when my draft ended and still have money to keep all the houses up. I paused to grab the copy of the appraisal and winced at the tax bill. Maybe I would have to work.  
 
    "No." I looked up in surprise at Jo and she smiled at me. "We're doing this. All for one and one for all." She'd been on a kick to watch all the Tim Curry movies this summer and The Three Musketeers had been one of her favorites. Though I thought it was because she lusted over the actress playing Milady de Winter.  
 
    "Great, now we're musketeers? Well, obviously, I'm D'Artagnan, and you're Aramis. I think Sable must be Porthos, for your fashion sense and desire to be someone. But that leaves Athos?" 
 
    ~Me. After all, I'm your guide. For all of you.~ Carelian spoke in our heads and Jo and I fell down in laughter, thinking about the young kitten being the older father figure. Sable just looked at him in astonishment. 
 
    "He spoke to me!"  
 
    Jo and I started laughing even more. I still wondered who Jeorgaz was. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    France has one of the three family-based familiars. The Dragon of China is the second, the Wolf of Russia is the third, and France has the Phoenix. But while the Chinese and Russian both belong to the ruling families (or previously ruling family in Russia's case, as the Romanovs are down to a single branch) France's Phoenix belongs to a small family that runs a bakery in Lyon. They are all fire mages and all of them bake like it was born into their souls. ~History of Magic 
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    I doubled down on my classes over the next week, but that weekend I poured over all the courses—what I could challenge, and what was scheduled to be taught over the next three semesters. That was all the time I had and the summer semester would have limited class options. 
 
    "I think I have it, but I need to convince them to let me challenge or do independent study in five classes. And I suspect at least two classes will be at the same time in the fall, so I'll have to split my time. But it will be close. If they decide not to hold a single class, this game plan will fall apart. And I'm limited as to what I can do for some classes." That annoyed me as I wanted those extra minors. 
 
    "You going to give up your CJ minor?" Jo asked as she finished up the fajitas. 
 
    "Maybe. I shouldn't need to since I only need like 3 classes total and at least one of them is also required for the magic minor." 
 
    There was a knock on the door, so I paused as Jo went to let Sable in. She had stress lines I recognized around the corners of her mouth but smiled as Jo pulled her into a hug and a quick kiss. 
 
    "Just dump that if you have to. There aren't any time restraints and you can always go back to school later. From what I've read, some of the draft assignments will encourage you to, if you get a second degree in something they want. Especially merlins, as you're stuck there for ten years." Jo started setting the table—fajitas were too messy to try to eat at the couch. 
 
    "Yeah, that only leaves the money problem. I mean, I don't think it'll get to ramen levels, but I like being able to go out occasionally. And I really wanted to go to DragonWorldcon next year and be able to buy stuff." We already had our tickets, but if I didn't have time to go, it would suck.  
 
    "I might have a solution to that," Sable spoke, but she didn't look at me as she talked. 
 
    "Oh?" The comment surprised me and from Jo's frown, her too. 
 
    Sable cleared her throat, staring at the ground. "So, you know Jo and I are pretty serious. Well, my roommate is becoming a pain. Apparently, me making it public that I'm dating Jo is offending her sensibilities. She feels that sexual experimentation is fine, but to link yourself to another woman prevents the continuation of magical lineage and is an anathema." 
 
    My mouth dropped open. "She's a follower of Purity, really?" That was a splinter group formed in the early 1900s that decided magical lineages were all-important, even though people from strong magical lines often had kids that were hedgies at best. And then you had me a merlin from a family no one had tracked as having any magic. Most people regarded them as crackpots. I sure did. 
 
    "Yeah. Her father is some high muckety-muck in their church. So, my dad supports me, and per how the education law works, if I move in with someone else that already has the cohabitation budget covered, I get it in cash. I checked. I get basically a monthly allowance for what they were paying for my rent." A sudden vicious smile lit up her face. "And Daniela has to pay the other half until she gets another roommate." 
 
    "So you want to move in here? With us?" I asked. My voice was slow, hesitant, but not because I disliked the idea. I just needed to roll it around in my mind for a bit.  
 
    "Well, yeah. I was hoping maybe you wouldn't hate the idea too much?" Sable cast a glance at Jo, and I saw she looked as surprised as I did. Which meant they hadn't talked about it before.  
 
    Jo took her seat, face serious, then a smile flashed across it. "I get to wake up with you every morning? I can handle that. But Cori, what do you want?" 
 
    I sat down too, catching the almost desperate look on Sable's face. A look I recognized from seeing it in the mirror most mornings. The bedrooms were the same size, but I barely used half of my closet. Jo on the other hand had hers bursting at the seams, but she didn't have anything besides a small chest of drawers in her room, and the rooms were spacious enough she could easily get a large dresser or armoire in it. It would give me a chance to know Sable. If she was going to be a permanent part of Jo's life, I needed to. Hopefully, she wanted the same. While I still worried about Jo leaving, they were more nightmares than active thoughts most of the time. I had finally realized nothing would chase her away from me. Which helped, but I knew if I screwed up, I could push her away. 
 
    "I don't have an issue, and the extra money might help since I will be tight between paying my bills and feeding greedy guts." Carelian had his own chair at the small table with a booster seat on it, so he could sit and watch us easily, though only occasionally wanting what we were eating. Jo made most of the food way too spicy for him. Though I thought he was growing to like it.  
 
    ~Growing kittar, need nutrients,~ he responded, and I could see from the flash and grin that Sable had heard that too. I filed kittar with quean as odd words he used. He ignored any questions about life on the other side of planes. Basically, a typical cat.  
 
    "Go for it. You need to file the paperwork. And figure out where your stuff can fit. You've seen Jo's room. But I do have some closet space." 
 
    Sable had a wry smile. "Yes, I have. Someone might need to do some organizing. And cleaning out of stuff she'll never wear." 
 
    "Hey! I love my clothes." Jo's instant protest made me laugh. They settled into talking about how to juggle everything while I made myself a fajita. They could have cold fajitas, I wasn't going to. 
 
    The tortillas had fajita meat, peppers, sour cream, cheese, and salsa, and my mouth watered. As I lifted it up to take a bite, my phone rang. A familiar ringtone, the blaring of a car horn. The most obnoxious sound possible without me purchasing a ringtone. 
 
    Jo and Sable stopped their discussion and glanced at my phone. "Steven Alixant?" Jo asked starting on her own fajita. 
 
    "Yes." I sighed and got up to grab it off my backpack where I'd dropped it. "What?" I didn't bother being polite, he rarely was. And when he was, I worried. 
 
    "I need to talk to you." His sharp voice could be heard clearly through the phone's speaker. 
 
    "About?" I tossed the phone on the table and sat back down, the fajita calling to me. 
 
    "It's better to talk in person. May I come over?" I knew he'd come over whether I said yes or no, and some fights weren't worth having. Besides, cold fajitas. 
 
    "Fine. When?" 
 
    There was a knock on the door and I dropped my head back. "Really? Fine." I got up and pulled open the door, revealing Alixant and Indira. Both had pinched expressions and I looked from one to the other. Then, leaving the door open, I went back to the table and picked up my fajita. If the world was going to fall down on me, I'd bloody well eat my fajita hot. 
 
    "Um, come in?" Jo said, standing and giving me meaningful glances I ignored. She ushered them in, waving at the futon. "Sorry, not a lot of places to sit. Take the couch. So, what's up?" 
 
    "Aren't you going to talk to us, Cori?" Indira had her soothing voice out, the one half sultry, half cajoling. With a mouthful of fajita, I shot her a look and she sighed, sitting up straighter. "Swear, we are delivering the news, we didn't cause it." This time normally, without the seduction lacing it. 
 
    "Fajita, hot, eat," I mumbled around food as I chewed and swallowed. Hunger had been high lately with all the practicing I'd been doing trying to ace my classes, and this was my dinner, darn it. I shouldn't have to interrupt it because they were here—I hadn't invited them. 
 
    Alixant smiled a bit. "It does smell good. That's fine, eat. But I figured you deserved to know this as soon as possible, because we had no say so in the matter. And unfortunately, neither do you." 
 
    That made me pause, the tortilla half eaten. I sighed and set it down, wiping my mouth and picking up a glass of soda. I turned my chair and looked at them. "Fine. What is it now? Trying to get through my degree in under eighteen months isn't enough?" 
 
    "That is part of what prompted this." Alixant sat stiffly on the couch and I didn't know if I should be impressed or worried. That couch invited slouching. 
 
    "Prompted what?" Jo asked, leaning forward, giving both of them hard stares. "What does this have to do with Cori?" 
 
    Indira waved her hand as if dismissing something. "The government is very invested in gaining access to Merlin Wells' research on planar rips. Even more so after the events at the stadium. They wish to make sure you meet the terms of the will, which means passing. In order to aid you with that, they've assigned mentors."  
 
    Worry sank into me. "Mentors? To do what?" 
 
    "Assist you with schoolwork, smooth any issues you might have, provide support and research if needed." She didn't look at me as she spoke. 
 
    "You mean they want me to cheat and you to do it for me, if it looks like I won't make it," I spat out my fist clenching. 
 
    "That was implied, yes." Alixant admitted. "However, we did tell them it was unlikely you would accept or allow that. I pointed out you were perfectly capable of cutting off your magic just to piss everyone off. And that you had to agree to it for it to work." 
 
    I shrugged. I had been planning on getting my degree. I wanted that house, but they didn't need to know that. 
 
    "Who are my 'assigned' mentors?" I already knew the answer but making them squirm was enjoyable. 
 
    "We were informed we would be filling that role, or our drafts would be reactivated," Indira said, her voice as dry as Alixant's and her choice of words providing a wealth of information. 
 
    "What?" Jo and Sable said together. "I thought once you finished your draft service, you were done?" Sable went on, looking at them in confusion. 
 
    "There is fine print that says something like in times of necessity any mage can be pulled back in for further service if the situation is judged dire enough," Indira said, her voice utterly emotionless, which was even creepier than her sexy voice. 
 
    "And me not graduating qualifies as dire?" I said looking at the two of them. 
 
    "Preventing Japan from getting that research does. Apparently, he'd been working on a project for the government, but since it was unfunded and off the books, they haven't been able to gain access to research notes." 
 
    "They realize forcing me into this isn't about to endear me to them, and I'm just as likely to refuse to share them," I pointed out, poking at my now rapidly cooling dinner. 
 
    "We did mention that, but they figured they would have a decade to provide incentives to get you to release them or at least tell them if it has what they are looking for. And either way, at least Japan wouldn't have them. And by then, there would be new senators, a new president, and new dire situations." 
 
    "If I get my degree, what do you two get out of this?" 
 
    "Besides not having the draft reactivated and losing my job at the university?" Indira asked looking at me. "There are a few things. But for now, mentoring a student is relatively easy." Her smile was serene, but I remembered all too well the other people she worked for. Part of the world I hadn't been exposed to yet. 
 
    "I'll think about it. If what I read about mentorships was correct, there is a contract. Something we both have to sign? Willingly?" 
 
    They nodded in agreement.  
 
    "Well, right now the only thing I need is more classes offered when I need them and a strong summer lineup. And worst case, maybe a hand with some papers. It's been a while since I've had to write a true research paper. I'm not agreeing to anything else." 
 
    "Cori. We accepted this role for a few reasons. You know us, and I think at least tolerate if not like us. We won't treat you like a child, but there are some restrictions." I jerked up straighter and looked at him, on guard. "You're confined to campus. You need to check in weekly with both of us, and all of your professors will be informed we have full access to your grades and studies. They are to let us know if you are having problems." He said all this as if it wasn't a big deal. As if they were perfectly reasonable requests. 
 
    "No." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The caste society of India fractured in the early 1900s when Britain withdrew, ceding control of the East India company to the cohort of merlins that arose from the untouchable caste, preventing British forces from entering India for three months. The system shattered, breaking into two groups, mages and non. While mages enjoy better opportunities in India, the ruling parliament of India wrote in five years of civil assistance for all mages and they are encouraged to follow Buddhist traditions which revere a life of service. ~ History of Magic. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    "Excuse me?" Alixant said. I noted Jo and Sable had both retreated a bit. 
 
    They were smart to get out of the field of fire. Not that I'd do anything to this apartment. I liked the apartment. 
 
    "I said no. I'll deal with checking in with you weekly and maybe consider a mentorship. I'm not arrogant enough to say that having a bit of a sanity check as I try to pull this off wouldn't be nice. But no to the rest. I'm still going where I want when I want. You do not have permission to speak to my teachers." 
 
    "You don't have a choice," Indira said softly. 
 
    "Yes, I do. I can drop out." They both paled at that. "I read all the legislation on the draft. They had a few people who flat out weren't capable of college, either via reading level, intelligence, or just any desire to deal with it. You can petition to add an extra two years and go in at a lower level and higher pay as they are out no money for education or board. They try to discourage it, but it is legal. But if I drop out now, even if I decide to go back, I'll have missed the date." 
 
    One corner of Alixant's mouth quirked up, but he kept a steady eye on me.  
 
    "I am required to work for the government for a decade after I graduate with whatever degree I want. I'd prefer to get my masters, then do something that will count as PhD level research for my doctorate. But I don't care enough to put up with any more interference in my life. That is all you. Tell them to take a flying leap."  
 
    I did care, but there was no way in the world I was going to let them wrap me up in their little dramas. 
 
    "You told them she'd say that," Indira murmured. "They didn't believe you." 
 
    Alixant shrugged, never looking away from me. "They see you as an impressionable young woman, overwhelmed by all the things that have happened. Desperate for guidance from your elders." 
 
    "What? Why would they think that?" I looked at them, confused. That made no sense, but then who knew how people saw me to begin with.  
 
    Alixant and Indira exchanged looks, and she lifted one elegant shoulder.  
 
    "You two provided reports on me! Oh, good grief. Why? To whom?" I had to fight not to jump up from my chair and start pacing. I wanted to tear my hair out. 
 
    How much more ridiculous can my life get? This is crazy. 
 
    "Oh, various people. I might have downplayed your stubbornness and independence. And played up your confusion and need for guidance," Alixant said, tilting his head to one side. "And we all play to multiple masters." 
 
    "Really? Indira won't tell me who is pulling her strings. Who's pulling yours?" It sounded like a question but really I demanded. I was so tired of these layers of mystery. I didn't have time for it.  
 
    "Cori, things aren't as black and white as you think they are," her voice soft as she glanced at Jo and Sable standing in the kitchen watching all of this with fascination. "You trade favors, get caught doing things you maybe shouldn't, and you make promises. Promises to people you don't double cross." Indira looked old for the first time, old and tired. "You'll understand when you get to the other side of your draft and the choices you have to make. The deals you make." 
 
    I wanted to blurt out that I'd never do anything wrong, that I'd never make a deal that would cause me to hurt others. But Stevie's death hung in the back of my mind—always. What wouldn't I do or promise to find out why he died? To make sure no one else ever did that. To stop the person if Stevie really had been murdered like I thought. 
 
    "I get that. But that is your problem, not mine." A teeny part of me felt guilty, and I wanted to promise to be a good girl, but I clenched my jaw. This was my life. No one would tell me how to live it. "You tell whoever thinks they get to control me what I said. I'll check in and ask for help if I need it. And I probably will, but the rest. Not a chance." 
 
    "Your call." Alixant pulled up his phone and mine beeped a minute later. "There's my personal info and Indira's. If you need help, have a question, anything. Ask. And Cori?" He waited until I looked directly at him. "People will not be happy with your answer. Expect consequences. Maybe intimidation or pressure." 
 
    I shrugged, pretending indifference I didn't feel. "And if they go too far, I'll walk. I have nothing to lose." 
 
    Indira choked. "Nothing to lose? Have you seen the value of what his estate is?" 
 
    "Yes. But it's nothing but pipe dreams until it's mine, and I won't destroy myself for pipe dreams. And I absolutely won't let anyone tell me how to live." I kept my face blank, but my hand clenched the underside of my chair so hard it hurt. I wanted that house. 
 
    "I hope you always stay so innocent Cori. I'm not sure I ever was." The bitterness in Indira's voice slapped me. She rose and nodded to everyone. "Ladies. Cori and Jo, I'll see you in class. Good evening." She headed to the door, Alixant following.  
 
    "Be careful, Cori. Welcome to the real world." Those were his closing words as they stepped out and shut the door behind them.  
 
    Jo didn't say anything until she crossed over and locked it, for all the good it would do. I had the desire to get much stronger doors now.  
 
    "Did I just stand here and watch as you got obliquely threatened by the government and at least two different special interest groups? And warned that if you didn't go along with it, you would regret it?" Jo asked as she sank back down into a chair, her eyes wide and face paler than normal. 
 
    "That's how I read it." 
 
    "Cori, I was about ready to cry and tell them I'd do what they wanted. How did you sit there so calm and face them down?" Sable was shaking as she reached out to grasp Jo's hand on the top of the table.  
 
    I forced my hand to unclench from the bottom of the chair and brought it up. My knuckles were white and the indentations close to breaking the skin. "I wasn't." My voice broke and I closed my eyes as the emotions I'd locked down ripped through me. "But if I caved on this, the people who seem to control or at least influence them would think they could control me." I swallowed and looked at Jo. "Do you remember reading that fantasy series back in high school, where everyone died except the people who had blackmail material on everyone? They lived until the people they controlled finally snapped and killed them? All with swords and magic going over generations?" 
 
    Jo nodded and Sable did too. The series had been wildly popular, with magical beings, not just magic users. Set in a time where swords and chariots were the height of technology.  
 
    I sighed, poking at the remains of my fajita. "I get the very bad feeling that might be closer to reality than I had thought. I think there are a lot of people in power who read and believed in Machiavelli's The Prince. And I'm starting to think we need to be reading Sun Tzu's The Art of War." 
 
    We sat staring at each other. College didn't seem so much as a steppingstone to our adult lives, but a minefield full of traps. I forced down the swallow and looked at Sable. "You're a junior. Have you seen any hints of this or something? Are there really people like that?" I didn't know if I was begging her to tell me it wasn't true if or that she had never seen them. Jo turned to look at her also. 
 
    Sable frowned and shook her head, starting to answer, then she stopped, her mouth snapping shut. Her brows drew together, and I saw Jo's mouth twitch. I couldn't blame her, Sable was the image of cute with her lips pursed and brows drawn together. 
 
    "You know, I had a meeting with a group, one of the mage societies scheduled for the Monday after the game." She didn't need to specify which game, for us it all had an immovable importance. "Obviously it was canceled, and I just never rescheduled it." Her teeth bit into her lower lip and I elbowed Jo in the ribs as she had that look in her eyes. 
 
    "You're predictable. Quit it, this is important."  
 
    Jo laughed. "Sorry. She's just so damn cute." 
 
    Sable blushed and gave Jo a look. Jo settled back, dropping the act, but it had relieved the tensions like she'd hoped. 
 
    That woman. Whatever am I going to do with her? 
 
    ~Love her and keep her close,~ Carelian suggested. Since neither Jo nor Sable reacted, I figured he had said that only to me. He was winding around my legs and I bent over and picked him up. 
 
    "Always," I murmured. He butted against my hand, purring softly. "So what about this society?" 
 
    Sable shook her head. "I didn't get approached until I had passed my Magical Applications class. That is the one where you specialize in your minor and prove you can do all spells in your strongest branches. I've heard rumbles about them. You won't hear much until you get more magic under your belt." 
 
    "So what makes you think these groups have anything to do with what Cori was talking about? I thought they were just like sororities or extracurricular clubs. You know, socialize and network."  
 
    "They are, but," Sable shook her head, looking at me hard. "Now I don't know if I'm seeing conspiracy theories everywhere, but here is what I've heard. I don't know anything as I never really talked to them." She pulled her hand away from Jo's and started fiddling with making a fajita as she talked. "Word is, you get in with the right one and they can make your career. Get you a comfy draft assignment, make sure you live in the part of the country you want, and afterward get you in with suitable companies that will appreciate your skills and pay well for them. Some alumni, heck most of the alumni I'm aware of are rich. And I've heard one or two of the mages going for master's or doctorates mention that if you had a problem they could make it go away." 
 
    "A problem? Like what?" I asked, feeling sick to my stomach.  
 
    Sable shrugged, looking decidedly uncomfortable. "From what they'd been talking about I guessed a drug charge or maybe drunk driving." 
 
    "But it could be more. Like a felony?" Jo asked. 
 
    "I'd think so. I know their parties are supposed to be impressive and people vie to get invited. I never cared much, but other people." 
 
    "Like Daniela?" I suggested. I'd met the girl once and had no desire to meet her again. Spoiled and entitled didn't begin to cover it. Even though she was only a sophomore. Her being a member of Purity kinda felt like an excuse to me, but what did I know. 
 
    "So, it starts with small, petty things, they do favors for you, collect dirt, and then they own you when you get to be Indira and Steven's age?" Jo mused, leaning back. She looked rather like I felt, green and vaguely nauseous. 
 
    "What are you going to do Cori? You can't fight groups like that." 
 
    "Fight?" My eyes widened. "I'm not going to fight, I'm just going to ignore them. Short of them putting me in prison, they can't make me do anything. There is a very valid reason why most mages are tried instantly and for any major crime their death sentence is immediate." 
 
    They both nodded and I petted Carelian. "I will get my degree and try very hard to avoid giving anyone a reason to think I owe them anything." 
 
    "Yeah. I think I'll graduate and work on my masters without aid from any of these groups," Sable muttered, though she looked much more worried about that idea. More stuff I didn't know. Oh well. One day at a time. That was all I could handle right now.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Mentoring still happens in US culture, but it is much more prevalent in European and Asian cultures. Here it is more about having a favorite uncle or aunt to ask questions of. In other countries it can be as serious as an apprenticeship or selling future favors. More than one gang or organization uses this to get mages under their influence and owing them after the draft. ~Magic Explained.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The rest of the week, even though I walked around with a hair trigger, nothing happened. I had classes, did homework, helped Sable move her stuff in. It didn't feel any different than the first two weeks did, though I was more fluent with the schedule and not feeling lost anymore. 
 
    I'd agreed to meet Alixant and Indira for lunches on Fridays as my weekly check in. That part still annoyed me, but I had questions on some reading assignments, so I figured I'd ask them the questions. Might as well make them do me some good, besides buying me lunch. 
 
    I walked down the street with Carelian investigating the foliage as we headed to the all you could eat Korean BBQ restaurant we were meeting Indira and Alixant at. It would take me about another ten minutes, but I enjoyed the walk. GA MageTech was part of the Georgia Tech College campus, which was huge, in downtown Atlanta. It incorporated multiple blocks and included the student apartments, dorms, restaurants, stores, and everything else. While there were trees and grass around this area there were other routes with busy roads that still made me nervous about his roaming around. We'd had extensive discussions about cars and the road. I think the roadkill we found convinced him of how dangerous cars could be.  
 
    I walked and tried to think about the paper I needed to write this weekend, but I kept looking behind me. It felt like someone was watching me. No one seemed to pay any attention to me, and I kept spinning around trying to catch someone. But there was nothing.  
 
    "Carelian, do you sense anything? Is someone following me? I don't see anyone."  
 
    ~No human follows. I follow squirrel,~ he replied, distracted. I rolled my eyes, walking backwards to see his long tail racing up a tree. He hadn't killed one yet that I knew of. And I preferred to keep it that way. His pet store mice were bad enough. I spun back around and slammed into someone. This time I fell to the ground with a whoosh of breath. 
 
    "I am so sorry. I wasn't look-" I broke off as I saw Bernard Smythe glowering down at me. He had a good foot of height on me, not to mention close to sixty pounds, so the fact that I went toppling didn't surprise me.  
 
    "Miss I'm So Important. Too full of yourself to look where you're going?" He sneered down at me. Still stunned from the sudden impact with the ground, I had to catch my breath before I could even think about responding. "Just for your information, Miss Munroe, I have no intention of sharing your progress, grades, or anything else with the two merlins you seem to have enraptured. Though I must give you credit for having two such powerful and diametrically opposed skill sets dancing to your tune. I can see there will be multiple clubs vying for your involvement once you prove your skill set. Even mine, unfortunately." 
 
    Carelian had come sprinting over to me and licked my face once before sitting beside me and looking up at Smythe, his tail still.  
 
    I'd noticed that with people he didn't like, Carelian tended to act more like an animal than a person. Around Jo, and Sable to some extent, he behaved more like a small kid. But with strangers or people he didn't approve of, he played up the part of obedient cat. Which really, even I knew should set off alarm bells. Cats are NEVER obedient. 
 
    "Excellent. Thank you, Professor Smythe." We weren't required to call professors that, but I'd found it made them feel better if they thought you respected them. I stood and brushed myself off, watching him from the corner of my eye. The impact had driven textbooks into my back which hurt. Why couldn't everything be eBooks? Then I'd just need a large tablet and an e-reader.  
 
    He seemed a bit less put out as I stood. "Good? Weren't you the one that asked for that?" 
 
    "Absolutely not. My grades are my business and only mine. I don't authorize anyone to share how I am doing. So thank you for that on my behalf. I will address it with the parties concerned. I am sorry about running into you, I was a bit distracted." And trying to figure out if he had been the person watching me. My ability to guess where someone was just sucked. It wasn't like I was used to people following me.  
 
    "Oh. Well, yes. If that's all? I have office hours to attend to." He brushed by, but maybe not as abruptly as he might have done before. 
 
    Honey, not vinegar.  
 
    "Professor?" 
 
    He paused and glanced back at me, his eyebrow raised. "Yes?" 
 
    "What club do you belong to, if I might ask?" 
 
    Bernard frowned and then his face cleared. "Oh yes. You came in at winter, so you didn't get an opportunity to attend their welcome brunch hosted for all incoming mages." He tapped a small pin on his messenger bag, one I hadn't even noticed as it was a dark reddish brown, almost the same color as the bag. "I belong to Builders. Their society favors Pattern branch. You'll find all the groups have different specialties. They have a listing in the clubs section of the student union. You should go check them out. I'm sure all of them," his eyes flicked to my temple and he snorted, "well most of them, would be delighted to tell you all about their benefits." 
 
    "Thank you. I'm sure I will. Afternoon, Professor." 
 
    He gave me one more nod before striding away at a quick pace. I couldn't blame him, I was pretty sure his office hours started in ten minutes and even at a decent pace it was fifteen minutes away. But now I had something else to address. I'd said no to sharing my grades and apparently that hadn't been heeded.  
 
    "Come on, Carelian. I now have a bone to pick with two merlins." He came over and I snapped the leash back on. If nothing else, between the walking and my book bag, I was getting in shape faster than I expected. 
 
    I picked up my pace, headed to the Korean BBQ place, my annoyance overriding the desire for meat. Since I'd been using my magic consciously, I'd figured out why I rarely gained weight and now that I was, I knew how to burn it off. Either way, meat I wasn't paying for sounded good. Plus, they had a special menu for familiars and Carelian wanted to try it.  
 
    They were standing outside talking as I walked up. Indira in her normal slacks and silk blouse that hugged all her curves, but Alixant surprisingly was in tight-fitting jeans and a sweater in a deep green that looked good on him. I smirked as I recognized her seduction body language and wondered if she'd get him and how exactly she wanted him.  
 
    "Was there something about 'no' that wasn't clear to either of you?" 
 
    They both froze—I guess they hadn't seen me approach—and they turned to look at me. "What?" Indira finally asked as I stood there with my hands on my hips. Carelian pulled to go investigate something, and I had to move to not fall over. He was the epitome of curiosity. Jo had ordered him a special basket for her motorcycle so he could ride up to Rockway. It should be here next week, and she'd managed to keep it a surprise from him. I couldn't wait to see his reaction. 
 
    "What part of my 'no I will not provide access to my teachers or my grades' was unclear?" I didn't soften my stance at all, chanting my inner mantra to be strong.  
 
    "None of it. Why?" Alixant asked slowly, eyeing me like I might snap and bite him. Which I'd never do. I knew how much bacteria people carried on their skin. Ick.  
 
    "Then why did I have a professor inform me he will not be providing access to any merlins, and he was well aware of who you are?" I didn't move, watching. 
 
    "Goddamn idiots," Alixant muttered and Indira rubbed her temples with both hands. "I see why you mentioned she caused you so many headaches. What is it about her that brings complications?" 
 
    "I have no idea," Indira said, her eyes closed as she rubbed. 
 
    I almost smirked, Alixant sounded so put upon, but I didn't and instead kept with giving them my best glare. 
 
    "Cori, we passed that up the food chain. Either someone didn't listen and sent out the communication or they had done it prior to us even meeting with you. Trust me, they are all having conniptions about you refusing their suggestions." Alixant shrugged.  
 
    "You mean orders. Fine. Ms. Humbert, I do not give my permission for you to discuss my standing, grades, or performance in class with anyone if I am not present or provide my permission to do so." 
 
    Indira had straightened up. "So noted," her voice dry. "Does that mean you're done with us for the day?" 
 
    "No." This time I smirked, and I swore I could hear Carelian snickering in my head. "I want lunch, Carelian wants lunch, and I had a few questions and challenges I wanted to go over with you about getting my degree this fast." 
 
    They both looked at me and I resisted the urge to bop their noses. They just looked that surprised. 
 
    "You're going to try to graduate by next June?" Her voice slow as she looked at me. 
 
    "Yes. I want this. But I'm doing it on my terms, no one else's." A bit of stress fled them, and I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    Just how much pressure are they under? 
 
    "That is good to hear. But one word of warning, anything you tell us will be passed on. We don't have a lot of choice in that." Alixant held open the door for us to enter. 
 
    I mulled that over as I followed them to our table and let Carelian out into the special familiar seating area. Basically, a booster seat with a small screen guard on the table where a flat bowl waited. I guess other types of familiars must be messier eaters. Carelian was so neat he made me look like someone who played with their food.  
 
    Once we were seated and the grill heated up, I directed my attention to them. "Whose side are you on?" 
 
    Alixant shrugged. "The government's, I guess." 
 
    "My own," replied Indira. "Though I have people I owe to the point that my preferences are not always what I act on." 
 
    Taking a shot in the dark—I'd been researching the societies—I asked, "And how much is the Nyx society having input on your actions?"  
 
    She nodded her head to me. "More than I'd like." 
 
    I started to ask a question then paused. They'd have to share whatever I asked and they said, so if I asked about if I should join a society by definition she had no choice but to answer yes, which told me more than anything else. 
 
    "Do you belong to one, Alixant?" 
 
    "Yes, but at this point my career and most of the debts I owe are all wrapped up in the government. I'm at the follow orders point. But I joined Emrys, as most merlins do. And also Builders. They are more interested in creating a fascinating structure than changing anything."  
 
    I caught the undertones to what he said and felt like I needed to dive into more conspiracy theories. "But you could quit?" I asked, not a hundred percent sure he could. 
 
    "My job? I could. But with my skill set and degrees I'm not sure what else I'd do at this point. Besides, the government gives a damn good pension. As for the societies, yes, I could." He stressed "I" indicating that he didn't have anyone with something over him. 
 
    Indira snorted delicately. "Tell her the rest. That your job could make it very unpleasant for you if you quit before you reach retirement and since you don't have people who owe you in the societies, you don't have much ability to swing things your way." 
 
    We fell silent as the server got us started and laid down warm, uncooked strips of beef for Carelian, who extended his claws and tore them into pieces before holding them up to his mouth. 
 
    "Oh dear. He has opposable thumbs," Indira whispered. 
 
    The blasted cat winked at them and continued to gorge himself on the beef. 
 
    "Yes, he does," I muttered, giving him a look. The little rascal had been waiting for a chance to show off like that. Oh well. At least I didn't have to worry about him getting into things that might hurt him. Into things we didn't want him in? That was a different matter. 
 
    Once the meat was grilling, and the server left, I looked at Alixant thinking things over. Trying to figure out how to phrase the question. Indira beat me to it. 
 
    "There are good and bad things about the societies. You just need to be smart enough to only reap the good and never give them something over you. No matter what, join the House of Emrys. It's both the most powerful from a networking perspective and the least likely to be eager to use you. Their long-term goals usually involve not being in the limelight. And remember, most societies are global, though Asia, Africa, and Australia have a few unique to them. I think that's all that is best said about them." 
 
    I nodded and pulled out a book. "I have two courses that aren't going to be offered per the school schedule before my time limit is up and I have a question about why fire and water are actually different branches when it comes to ice." 
 
    We spent the rest of dinner talking about stuff that meant a lot to me and would have, I hoped, little value to any of the people pulling their strings. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The world today is biased towards mages—don't let yourself become another victim of this discrimination. Contact Freedom from Magic, we have lawyers ready to help you with your work discrimination case. ~Freedom from Magic ad  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    I had signed up for on-call work on the weekends, and one of the local companies had pulled me in. I worked two twelve-hour shifts Saturday and Sunday. This would probably be my lightest semester until I had my degree. I struggled to line up four classes and three independent studies over the summer, which meant my ability to work would only be on the breaks between semesters. It also meant I spent a lot of time at the library researching stuff not available online and when I returned home I, like Jo and Sable, had my head down doing homework.  
 
    Sable finished moving in while I was working. I felt guilty about that and leaving Carelian there to drive them crazy, but they had waved me off and by the time I came home Sunday, I could feel her presence there in the apartment. It fit and provided a balance to my almost obsessive neatness and Jo's more haphazardness. Something I hadn't realized before we moved in together.  
 
    Tuesday, I had history in the morning, then biology lecture, a law lecture, and biology lab. The lab didn't get out until six. Bernard had assigned the homework of using your null magic to achieve something you couldn't with any of your other branches. With me that made it a bit more difficult, as most people always had the one in their class. The only nulls I had were either Fire and Water in Chaos or everything except Earth in Order. And I didn't know if null in another branch meant anything to me. Either way, Fire would be the easiest to test, as well as the most obvious. For the magic experiments I planned on doing, it would be safer to sit out on our tiny balcony.  
 
    Carelian loathed Magic Law. All he could do was mutter about power of the mighty and that laws were for the weak. That worried me a bit and I made a note to talk to Indira about it at our weekly meeting. Then the chem lab made his nose burn and it was just easier to leave him at home. Unfortunately, the chem labs and our apartments were about a mile apart, which had me headed back well after six. The evening had fallen faster than I had expected. As I walked back the lights along the path created bright spots in the gloom. 
 
    The feeling of being watched was back, usually when I was in the wider green areas, but Carelian would never tell me he sensed anyone. I just felt like there was a target on my back and it added stress I just didn't need.  
 
    I pushed it away and concentrated on what I needed to do and what deadlines I had. Things that were real and non-negotiable. 
 
    The footstep behind me, close and loud, when I'd been lost in thought startled me. A squeak escaped my mouth as I spun to see who had made the noise, my mind already racing with my heart. Two men in bland business suits were walking up to me. They had the short haircuts the government still preferred even with mages needing longer hair for their offerings. What worried me was the military precision in their gaits as they locked eyes on me. 
 
    I started to turn around to continue my walk, trying to believe they weren't here for me. 
 
    "Miss Munroe, we'd like to speak with you."  
 
    That dashed any hopes I might have had. Tension ratcheted through me as I turned to look at them. They halted a few feet away, but that didn't give me any warm feelings. 
 
    "About?" I missed having Carelian with me, but I was just as happy he wasn't here. One less thing to worry about. 
 
    "About your refusal to work with the mentors the government has picked out for you. It is in your best interest to do all you can to get that degree." 
 
    Anger sparked along the surface of my mind. My patience level with people messing with my life was getting lower every day, and now they were eating into my time for homework.  
 
    "You need better info." 
 
    "Excuse?" They looked at me with twin puzzled expressions and I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    "I am working with them. And I am trying. I'm just doing it on my terms." 
 
    The larger one, his skin seeming a shade darker in the gloom, took one step forward and I tensed to run. 
 
    "Miss Munroe, it would be to your advantage to work with the government in this situation. Your terms are not acceptable. If you choose otherwise, we can make things very unpleasant for you, your family, and your friends." 
 
    My jaw dropped. Had he really just pulled that level of melodramatic crap? That didn't happen in real life did it? "My family?" I sounded like an idiot. 
 
    "We know where your parents are. We can make their lives very unpleasant. Everyone's life will be better if you go along with our advice." 
 
    I didn't know whether to laugh or rage. This just made no sense.  
 
    "Miss Munroe, we are very serious." I giggled until he took another step forward into my personal space. With that action, my humor vanished. 
 
    "And so am I. Last warning. Back off, leave my friends alone, leave my family alone. Or I will file charges and I'll drop out so fast the school won't know what happened." 
 
    The man in my personal space smiled, and it chilled me to the bone. 
 
    "I see you might be difficult. Let me make sure you understand just how painful we can make this." His hand reached for me and I snapped. 
 
    I didn't know any fancy martial arts, I still barely knew how to use my magic. But there were two spells I knew intimately—Murphy's Curse and Lady Luck. I grabbed the offering, so tiny after a decade I didn't even notice, and threw Murphy over him and his friend while I wrapped Lady around me. My heart beating so hard I could feel it in my throat, I stepped back as he stepped forward.  
 
    My foot stepped on a rock and I stumbled, falling backwards as he swung, putting his entire body into it. I fell back out of the way as he tumbled forward, his foot slipping on what looked like goose crap and he landed directly on his elbow. I heard a crack even as I scrambled back to my feet. His other friend raced forward, eyes dark, and a bat, the school had multiple bat houses to help control insects, flew into his face. He recoiled with a shriek and tripped over his feet landing on his friend with a thud. There was a scream of pain and the scent of blood in the air.  
 
    With a few seconds to think I reached for Earth and with a desperate pull I opened the ground they lay on. That cost me more, a good inch of my hair from the bottom up. Something told me there were better ways to do this than brute force, but right now I didn't care. Fear drove me as a rumble vibrated through the earth and a sinkhole appeared beneath them. 
 
    Screams filled the air and I started hearing others react with yelling and the sound of footsteps. 
 
    Oh, Merlin, what did I do? 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, and he was supposed to be my mentor, I pulled out my phone and called Alixant. "Steve, I need you." 
 
    I heard the moment of shock at me using his name, but he didn't remark on it. "Where are you? What happened?" 
 
    "At the campus. Two men attacked me. I defended myself." My voice broke a bit as I looked at the two men lying at the bottom of the rather large sinkhole. It had to be ten feet across and at least twelve feet deep.  
 
    "Keep saying that. If anyone asks anything, say that. Share your location with me." His voice abrupt and I could hear the sound of keys jangling. It took me a minute to figure it out on the phone, but I managed to share my location. 
 
    "I'm eight minutes away, I'll make it in six. Say you have an advocate coming and don't leave the scene. Cori, I'm serious. You need to stay." 
 
    "I know the law. I'm not leaving." I didn't think I could walk, my legs were shaking so bad. People had called 911 and I could hear the odd whoop of the campus police sirens.  
 
    "Good. It'll be okay." He hung up and I didn't care. I just put the phone back in my pocket. The last thing I needed was spooked cops.  
 
    People started to arrive three minutes later, security, students, even a pizza delivery girl. Each of them looked down at the two men, then at me. No one spoke to me. I didn't know why, but every time they looked at me, they paled and stepped back. I pulled my coat a little tighter around me and wished I'd worn a hat, but the day had been pleasant so my hair was back in a ponytail, exposing my tattoos clearly. I wasn't willing to get close enough to see how badly I'd hurt them, much less have to fight with myself to try and help them.  
 
    "Ma'am, can you tell me what happened here?" I focused on the person speaking to me, a campus cop. He had a notebook out and kept flicking his flashlight between the men in the ground, my temple, and my eyes. Each time a stab of pain hit it eroded what little control I still maintained. 
 
    "They attacked me. I defended myself." The light hit my eyes and my temple again. I closed my eyes and breathed in deep. 
 
    Stay calm. Wait for Alixant.  
 
    ~What wrong?~ Carelian's thoughts filled my mind and I started looking around for him. 
 
    "Are you on something? Why do you keep closing your eyes? And looking around? Was someone else with you?" 
 
    That feeling of being watched amplified and I could barely focus on the idiot with the light. I turned and looked but saw nothing. 
 
    "Carelian, stay with Jo. Don't come." I had no idea if he could hear me or not, but the last thing I needed was him here adding to the things I needed to try to keep track of. 
 
    "Ma'am, I need to ask you to come with me." That got my attention and I narrowed my focus on the idiot. He had to be about twenty years my senior, no mage tats, and nervous as all get out. 
 
    "If you'd quit flashing that light in my eyes, I wouldn't be flinching back and closing my eyes." It came out as a snarl and I didn't bother to moderate it. "They attacked me. I defended myself. I have an advocate on the way. I will not be going anywhere." 
 
    The man swallowed and I thought he would press the issue, but the blue lights of true first responders started up the road. 
 
    "Don't move. I'll be right back." 
 
    I didn't answer as he hurried away to wave them down. I just stood there. The whispers and pointing of the students and faculty that had shown up flowed over me like a river of thorns. They cut and scratched me but didn't cause enough damage individually to make reacting worth it. 
 
    I watched two firemen and two EMTs rush up, a gurney with them. They stopped at the hole, testing the ground and looking down. 
 
    "Huh. Idiots must have pissed off an Earth mage. Edge is stable. I'd give it a few inches, but we don't need to worry about it crumbling away. They did a good job of stabilizing it when they ripped open the hole." One of the firefighters was speaking and I listened with an odd feeling of detachment. 
 
    I did that. I hurt people. And I don't feel anything. Shouldn't I feel something? 
 
    "I'll put on a harness. Get some lights. If what I see is accurate, this will be interesting getting them out." They started discussing how to get down there and get them out. I listened more out of professional curiosity than anything else. Trying to think what I'd do differently, if I hadn't been the cause, of course.  
 
    "This way, officers. She's over here. She admits what she did." I looked in the direction of the voice of the campus police and sure enough he headed my way with two cops in tow. At least neither of them was detective Stone. That meant it couldn't be that bad, right? 
 
    "Here she is. She did it." The man stood, chest puffed out, as if he had gone through great effort to catch me.  
 
    "They attacked me. I defended myself. I have an advocate on the way," I repeated, already royally tired of the phrases no matter how important they were. 
 
    "Those two men attacked you?" one of the cops asked as he wandered over to the hole and peered in. The shadows and flashing lights made everything hard to make out, but he seemed a little older than me. His partner, a woman, had to be Marisol's age, so pretty old. She stood looking at me, eyes narrowed, pale skin all but glowing in the flashing lights. 
 
    I just nodded, not wanting to say anything else. 
 
    "And why would two men dressed in business suits attack you? They don't look like typical robbers or rapists," the male cop drawled slowly. "They look like upstanding citizens." 
 
    That comment got under my skin—I hated being called out on rape calls and seeing the victims. For the first time in a very long time, I delighted in the existence of my magic. It ensured I'd kill anyone before they raped me. 
 
    "I didn't realize there was a type to rapists. Seems to me they look like politicians. I've read an awful lot of news stories about politicians being found guilty of rape. Or do they need to be poor and bedraggled to rape someone? Huh, guess that means all the college girls getting raped by classmates must be mistaken?" The venom in my voice should have torn the skin off his bones.  
 
    "Attitude and mouth," the female cop said in a mild way. "A bad combination in someone at the scene of a violent crime. Though I can't say I disagree about your comments. After all, some rapists wear blue." Her look skewered the younger male cop and even under the flashing lights I could see him pale and flush. 
 
    "Ma'am, you're under arrest for—" he started as he walked back towards me, reaching for handcuffs. I felt my annoyance get chased away by fear and a slowly bubbling rage. 
 
    "Yes. I'd like to hear exactly what she is under arrest for." Alixant's voice had never sounded so sweet to my ears as he walked up dressed in jeans and a polo shirt. The fact that I was absolutely delighted to see him told me how scared I'd been. Even at the stadium I hadn't been as worried.  
 
    And what does that say about me? Monsters are less scary than humans? 
 
    "And you are?" the female cop said, squaring to face Alixant, her eyes flicking over him and hitting his temple.  
 
    "Merlin Steven Alixant. Her advocate." He used the words like stones, the impact creating waves. I admired his ability to do that.  
 
    The woman turned her eyes on me. "Do you agree to him as your advocate?" 
 
    "Yes," I answered immediately. I had no desire to figure this out on my own. 
 
    "She is under arrest for attacking those two men with magic," the younger one blustered. 
 
    Merlin, had I been that stupid? How did Samuel stand me? 
 
    "Really?" Alixant walked over to the hole where the firefighters had extricated one of the men. This was the man who'd fallen on top of his comrade, not the one who had tried to attack me. He groaned a bit, but I didn't see anything obviously wrong. Granted, I stood about eight feet away and with the constantly changing light I could be wrong. "Did that young merlin attack you?" Alixant asked him. His words had steel to them I didn't expect.  
 
    The man looked at Alixant for a long time, then glanced over at me. I couldn't tell his expression from there, but I saw his body sag a little. "No. We wanted to talk to her. We didn't think about how approaching a young woman at night in the park would look. I believe we might have made her think we meant her harm and she reacted in fear. She defended herself." Those last words had an aura of bitterness to them that you could taste. 
 
    "And will your companion back you up?" 
 
    The man turned to look into the hole and winced. "When he's conscious again, yes." 
 
    "Excellent. Officers," Alixant turned to face them. "As you can see, there was no crime here, just a young woman protecting herself. Though," he paused and turned back to the man, "I am curious exactly what you wanted to discuss with her." 
 
    The man swallowed, looking back and forth between Alixant and me. "Just concerned about some of the choices she was making. We'll let our employers know she is very sure of her course." 
 
    "That would be wise. And please remind people that neither I nor Ms. Humbert take our job of mentor lightly."  
 
    I looked at Alixant funny as he stressed that last word. The man nodded and Alixant walked back to us. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    We know that familiars, while always animals (reptiles and other creatures included in that category) they are never Earth animals. There is always something odd about them that makes them not quite comparable to Earth animals besides their intelligence. While it is understandable no mage will allow experiments to be done on their familiar, it is odd that no familiar body, even after the death of the mage or reported death of the familiar, has ever been found. ~ Magic Explained 
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    Twenty minutes later, Alixant drove me back to my apartment. I didn't protest. Exhaustion and guilt weighed on me like a cloak of mud.  
 
    "Thanks," I muttered as he parked in front of the building. 
 
    "I'm glad you called. Stuff like that is why I agreed to be your mentor." 
 
    I stopped as I pulled up my backpack to climb out. "What exactly does being a mentor mean? I thought it was just a fiction for the government to stick their nose in." 
 
    "It is and it isn't. Technically, for us to be your true mentors you would sign a contract with us. Think of it as us agreeing to let you be our apprentice. In the old term of the word where we would teach you a trade. It still has weight, and when you get out of college you might want to look for a mentor to help you navigate the draft, get a job, and learn how to do the really fun things with your magic." 
 
    "And what, traditionally, would you get out of it?" My ability to trust had been shattered long ago and everything I was learning lately had not improved it.  
 
    "A protégé, a spouse, a son or daughter-in-law more often than you would think, another link to tug on if things go wrong, and someone to make sure what I discover is passed on." He didn't dissemble, but he also didn't look at me.  
 
    "And what are you hoping for?" I had to force the words out of my throat. None of the ideas appealed to me at a base level. Though I could see why protégé might be nice. 
 
    "Honestly? You seem to be in the epicenter of trouble every time. Right now, my goal is to get you as well trained as possible so maybe when the shit hits the fan you have the skills to deal with it." 
 
    His brutal honesty scared me more than anything else I'd ever heard. "You think there'll be more?" 
 
    "Cori, I'm pretty damn sure that by the time you die, there will have been multiple books written about your exploits. I'd just like you to die of old age and not from one of those exploits. Now git. My dinner will be stone cold by now." 
 
    I climbed out of the car and lugged my bag up the stairs, the assurance in his voice weighing on me more than the books ever could have. Between exhaustion, the fear his words created, and the books, I wanted to cry by the time I got to the door. 
 
    I hadn't managed to touch the handle before it flew open and three worried faces greeted me. 
 
    "Cor, where have you been. What happened? Get in here." All of that spilled out, I thought from Jo, but Sable was also saying things, so I wasn't sure. Jo grabbed me, pulled me in, and the door slammed shut as she hugged me.  
 
    I felt Sable pulling the backpack off as Carelian wound between my legs and cried until Jo released me and I bent to pick him up. 
 
    ~Worried. Mine,~ was all I could get out of him as he purred like a train and burrowed into my arms.  
 
    "Sit, then tell us what happened," Jo ordered as Sable dragged me to the table and Jo grabbed a mug of tortilla soup, threw in a dollop of sour cream and then handed it to me. I wrapped my fingers around the mug. Carelian lay across my lap, refusing to move. He kept up the steady purr, his paws kneading my leg without claws. It felt safe and familiar, and I slumped backwards holding onto the mug for the heat and the scent of meat, cumin, and cilantro that drifted up. 
 
    "Spill Cori, you're killing me here," Jo protested as she sat on my other side, while Sable took a chair and faced me, her eyes just as worried as Jo's. 
 
    Taking a spoonful of the soup to give me the heat—I hadn't realized how cold I'd gotten standing out there answering questions—I talked. I explained the men, what they had said, and how I'd reacted. I knew my fear slipped through and I took more soup to keep my calm. 
 
    ~Felt, heard you, too far. Not like being so far,~ Carelian muttered. 
 
    "I agree with him. I'm worried about you, Cori. What if they had arrested you?" Jo said, biting on her lip, brows furrowed. 
 
    I couldn't resist the laugh, bitter as it was. "Well then, either they'd be bailing me out, or they'd be making sure I failed. Which…" I trailed off staring at the wall. "Why beat me up? I mean, that's what I thought they were going to do. If I got badly hurt it'd do the same thing. Keep me from going to classes." 
 
    "Maybe just rough you up a little or make you really scared. Most people don't like pain and physical intimidation can be as effective as broken bones," Sable said, her words careful as she thought through it. "Most studies say women will do more to avoid the threat of violence than the actual pain itself. We are more likely to be wired that way. A man is the opposite. They tend to avoid the pain and lean into the threat."  
 
    Jo and I exchanged glances then looked at her and she blushed. "Psych minor, remember? While I'm getting my master's in environmental engineering, I have a psych minor to aid with it, and the magic minor in Water. You aren't the only overachiever, Cori," she teased.  
 
    "Wow, I'm starting to think I'm the slacker here," Jo said, but she frowned as she said it. 
 
    "You are dealing with dyslexia and still getting good grades. You already probably have an AA in car mechanics, so I think you're fine. I worked as a customer service rep for the phone company. I can program your phone, not much else," Sable said, making a face at her girlfriend. 
 
    I laughed and let the stress bleed off me. 
 
    "But Cori, what are you going to do?" 
 
    "Talk to Alixant and Indira. They need to deal with it." I paused. "Though I'm thinking maybe I do need to join the merlin society, if nothing else. They might provide some sort of buffer. " 
 
    "Can't hurt, but just remember, don't ask for anything. I think we all realize magic has a lot more hidden prices than they ever talk about," Jo said somberly. "I wonder why my parents never said anything about it." 
 
    "Have you asked?" I pointed out. "But also, they are only wizards. Maybe it makes a difference as to how powerful you are?" 
 
    "Point, but I'll ask this weekend. You sure you don't want to come up with us?" 
 
    "Three don't fit on your motorcycle," I pointed out. "And I'm not ready to get a car or a motorcycle. Go, enjoy. Bring me back food." 
 
    "Mami will complain she wants to see Carelian." 
 
    ~Like Jo's malkin,~ Carelian commented. I frowned, unsure of the word as Jo laughed. 
 
    "And not just because she saves treats for you? I swear she saves all the sweetmeats for you. She spoils you." 
 
    ~Am worth spoiling,~ he said, but his eyes were closed as he kneaded. 
 
    "Okay, next weekend. Not this, but next I'll go up. I want to talk to Laurel anyhow. We can rent a car and go up," I offered in between spoonfuls of soup. 
 
    "Deal. Now eat. I've got three chapters I need to listen to tonight. Ugh, never realized how slow people talk." She slumped backward on the couch, groaning. "It's going to take me forever." 
 
    Sable glanced at her. "Why don't you listen to it at time and a half, or double time?" 
 
    Jo jerked up straight, looked at Sable. "What? You can do that?" 
 
    I laughed, dropped off my too-thin jacket and headed to the deck with my notebook and a candle. I had experimentation to do. I had planned on leaving Carelian inside, but he gave me no choice, darting out the second I opened the door and glaring at me. 
 
    "Okay, okay. You could have just asked." 
 
    He said nothing, instead jumped up on one of the two chairs we had out there and settled into the inscrutable cat pose, tail wrapped around him.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and set down the supplies. For a minute I just sat there in the night air, letting the coldness settle into me. If this was my new life, I needed to get a handle on it. And learn to use my magic faster and more accurately. I knew I'd been wasteful with the Earth, but I hadn't had time to think of a better way. I needed to start. 
 
    Do I want to live my life always on edge, always waiting to be attacked? 
 
    I mulled that over for a long time, looking at the lights of the other apartments around us. Life and excitement, people living and laughing. I wanted that.  
 
    I guess that's the key. I want to live, and live the way I want. It's looking like the price to do that means learning how to make sure I'm safe at all times. 
 
    Something in me withered as I came to that decision, but I let it go. I'd give up a lot more to be able to live my life. 
 
    "Okay, since you have decided to be my audience, I'm going to talk." I cast a look at Carelian, who didn't even flick an ear in my direction. "Humph. Fine. Fire, a null for me. It should be very difficult to light the wick. Taking twice or more what a Fire mage would take." 
 
    I set the candle down and separated out ten strands of hair, each about twelve inches long. Way more than I should need. I focused on remembering everything we'd been learning about conservation of effort and how fire feeds itself. 
 
    Start with the smallest bit and let it grow. 
 
    I focused on the wick of the candle and pushed out, willing the molecules at the very top to speed up, to burst into flame. 
 
    A flicker of question and my assent and the wick almost exploded into a brilliant white flame, quickly settling back into yellow orange.  
 
    I yanked back, surprised at the size and quickness and then I remembered the offering and looked. Half of one strand had been taken. Less than most of those with Fire as pale.  
 
    "That shouldn't have happened," I muttered into the empty balcony.  
 
    ~Powerful quean. My quean.~ 
 
    I gave him a dark look. "One of these days you'll have to explain exactly what a quean is." 
 
    He flicked an ear at me, and I swear he smirked. ~You, Jo, Sable. Queans. Powerful queans.~ 
 
    "That tells me nothing other than gender and mage," I protested, feeling more than a bit frustrated. 
 
    Instead of responding, he just started grooming his paw, as if it mattered if a single strand of fur was out of place. Leaving me with no more information than what I'd started out with. 
 
    All I have are questions. What should I do and what the heck does this all mean? And should I tell anyone about how easy a null branch is? 
 
    That question nagged at me. Could I trust anyone? I knew I could trust Jo. But she had as little information as I did. Dare I trust either Alixant or Sable? I resisted the desire to scream. I packed up and headed back in, Carelian following me back into the warmth of our apartment. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    R&D position available working with NASA, doctorate in Theoretical physics preferred, merlin rank bonus applied. ~ Job listing on job board. 
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    The next day as I walked out of the apartment headed for my nine A.M. Magic Basics class, Alixant stood at the bottom of the stairs. I paused, Carelian sticking his head out of the bag. He'd refused to let me leave without him. 
 
    "Why are you here?" 
 
    "Figured you'd like to know what Indira and I found out last night. As well as to escort you to class. We have a vested interest in keeping you healthy and hale." 
 
    "But not happy?" 
 
    "That is more up to you than us, but we can try to make sure things aren't making you unhappy." 
 
    "Merlin's sake. You make me sound like a fragile flower that can't be exposed to the harsh outdoors," I snapped as I turned and headed towards my class. I had almost an hour, but it would take me a good twenty to walk it.  
 
    "Many things I might call you. Fragile flower isn't one of them," he remarked as he walked with me. 
 
    "So, you have until I get to class, your time." I'd woken up cranky and the knowledge that I didn't know if I could trust him made me snappier than I should have been, but he didn't react. 
 
    "We called our contacts and explained to them in detail what you wanted as well as the consequences if you were harassed again. We then explained exactly what you did with the Murphy's Curse, and pointed out that if you could do so much damage with a spell most regard as a minor annoyance, did they really want you to regard them as a threat?" 
 
    "What do you mean so much damage?" I figured I'd broken his arm, but not much more. And the other guy hadn't really been injured that I'd seen. They had isolated me, so I never saw the other man. 
 
    He looked at me, and I thought I detected surprise in that look, but he had an excellent poker face. "I thought you knew." 
 
    "Knew what?" 
 
    "You mean you didn't plan on that level of injury?"  
 
    "What level of injury?" My stress was climbing. Had I killed them? That was never the plan, I just wanted them to back off, go away, not get seriously injured.  
 
    "Interesting. Per the hospital, and yes, they released the data to me because of the attack, even if you didn't report it. It is still logged as a suspected assault and as a member of the FBI I can see medical data."  
 
    I found it amusing he forestalled my HIPPA argument before it could start. "You still haven't answered my question." At this point grabbing him and shaking him until he answered sounded like an excellent idea. 
 
    He smirked at me.  
 
    Jerk. 
 
    "The man who attacked you, and he also said they scared you, broke his elbow in three places. Then when the other guy landed on him, his scapula cracked as well as three ribs. The guy who held back fractured his collar bone trying to avoid landing on the first guy. Though we didn't realize it until he jumped up to help and it separated." I cringed listening to his recitation. I hadn't wanted to hurt them badly, but I had wanted them to quit attacking. 
 
    "But the best part?" He sounded even more amused at this and I looked at him, waiting. I scratched Carelian's ears as we walked, noting he was paying as much attention to Alixant as I was. "Because they attacked you and verified that you were only protecting yourself, they, or their bosses at least, are liable for all the damage you did. It's amazing you were able to do that without ripping up any gas or water lines." 
 
    That possibility hadn't even occurred to me, and I swallowed as the idea registered. I really needed to practice more and get used to being in control of my magic. 
 
    "Thanks for telling me, I think." As we walked, I noticed more than one group of students that saw me coming—I guess Carelian was a bit obvious—moving out of our way before we could get near them. I could still hear the whispers as we walked by. "Was there anything else?" 
 
    Alixant frowned, looking at the students. "You sure you don't want protection? We can get someone to walk back and forth between classes." 
 
    "No. I'm fine. I don't need any protection. But I do need to get going." I stepped up my pace and all but ran into the building, Carelian protesting at being jostled. As this was the first class of the day in this room, my normal seat up at the back was empty and I gladly hid up there. Few people wanted to sit up that high anyhow, so it worked. I watched people come in and get seated, but the only person I really noticed was the guy from the coffee shop. His familiar, Arachena, stuck out from his hair and waved at me. I waved back, oddly grateful for the notice, but he didn't seem to notice me. 
 
    "Okay, who did their practice with their nulls?" Bernard asked after he got settled at the front of the class. Everyone raised their hands. "Excellent. Who managed to do something, anything with your null?" About half of the people dropped their hands. "Not bad. How many got the feeling they could have done something, but the offering amount was more than they were willing to risk?" Ten students raised their hands and he nodded. "That matches what we expect on breakdowns. Not everyone can use it, and even if you could, the cost might be higher than you can or want to pay. But you should play with your nulls and make sure you understand that you can use them."  
 
    With that he jumped into the lecture which today was about using science and your magic to achieve better results. In some ways it was a class to encourage you to specialize, but he had both the knowledge and the ability to make me seriously think about physics or chemistry as a major. What you could do if you really understood how atoms and ions worked together was amazing. 
 
    "Next week we'll go over the same aspects with biology. I know some of you are pre-med majors, so we'll have a doctor who's an archmage come in and talk and explain how he uses his abilities. The abilities and limitations." He rattled off homework, which I didn't worry about it as it was a few chapters on basic biology and I was well past it. I gathered up Carelian ready to head to the library and study before Chem lab at one.  
 
    "I'm headed to the library. You sure you don't want to go home before lab?" I asked Carelian in a soft voice. He only flicked an ear at me and waited for me to pick everything up. "Fine, but I'll be in the library for hours, you'll be horribly bored." The other students near me glanced my way and I saw multiple reactions out of the corner of my eye. I tried not to let the flinches or sneers affect me.  
 
    Rather than replying he just stood up so I could put him in the bag, groaning a bit at his weight. 
 
    I headed down the steps in the classroom, mapping out the path I needed to take in my head. There was a nearby park I could let Carelian hide in while in Chem lab. 
 
    "Miss Munroe, come here please?" 
 
    Professor Smythe's words paused me in my tracks, and I pivoted to walk over to him. "Yes?" There was probably too much wariness in my voice because he arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    "I received notice that all prior requests to access your records have been rescinded." He didn't smirk but he somehow managed to sneer at me even as he spoke. "Which I found amusing." 
 
    I shrugged. "I never authorized it in the first place." 
 
    He gave me a long look. "Hmm. How did your test with your null area go? Which one did you choose?" 
 
    Panic locked me down for a second and I chose my words carefully. "I did some experiments with Fire as that is one of my nulls." One counted as some, right? Since that one freaked me out, I figured I'd stop there. 
 
    "Oh? And how did it work out? Were you able to achieve results?" 
 
    "I did manage to light the candle, which was what I'd wanted to do." 
 
    Bernard shrugged. "That is the obvious one. Most people choose it if they are null. The elemental magics are by far the most accessible of the branches." He paused, eyes narrowing as he looked at me. Did I scream guilty or something? It felt like people always knew when I was hiding something or uncomfortable. "How much was the offering?" 
 
    I shrugged, shifting the backpack. "Not what I expected, but not unmanageable." 
 
    "Huh. Okay. See you in the next class." He looked thoughtful and until I was ready to discuss what happened I didn't want to think about it. 
 
    I headed out before he could say anything more. I didn't know why being able to use a null bugged me so much. Okay, that was a lie. I did know. Common knowledge said that your null power was unusable, but so far Alixant told me different, the class told me different, and I'd proved it. But common knowledge kept tripping me up. 
 
    Okay, so I need to trust what I can test or verify. I need to stop thinking I know anything I haven't verified. But that means what else do I know that isn't right? 
 
    The library lay on the other side of the building that held Magic Basics, and this campus, like the rest of Atlanta, had construction going on constantly. I walked down the sidewalk near the scaffolding that had been put up. A quick glance told me they were working on repairing brickwork that the kudzu had wormed its way into. 
 
    Kudzu the consumer of everything. 
 
    I grinned as I walked by, amused by the thought. A creak and a bang had me jumping and moving before I'd even consciously registered what I'd heard. Years of things going wrong had created a very strong preservation reflex. With a cloud of dust and a clatter of metal and bricks that had me covering my ears, something hit the ground right about where I'd been standing. I waited for the air to clear, listening to people yell in alarm. Laying there was part of the scaffolding and a load of bricks. Even from here I could see the bolts were no longer in the holes they should have been in. 
 
    "Dang it," I muttered and scanned myself. Sure enough, there was a Murphy's Cloak draped around me. With a sigh, I dissipated it. I'd thought I'd quit doing that, but with everything going on I must have unconsciously recast it on myself. I'd done it for so long without thought that magic didn't ask for much in offerings. I wasn't sure what fueled it other than my magic, which went contrary to everything they were teaching us. Another thing to follow up on at some point.  
 
    I checked to make sure no one had been hurt, but it looked like I would have been the only person hit if I hadn't moved as fast as I did. Annoyed at myself, I glanced down at Carelian. "You okay?" 
 
    I got an ear flick as he stared up at the scaffolding. I followed his gaze, but other than upset workers I saw nothing.  
 
    "Come on, library." I continued my walk to the library, mentally working on the paper that would be due in about three weeks. Unlike Jo, I really did prefer to get things done before the deadline. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    While many organizations that serve the public hire mages, not all of them use them in the way you would expect. For example, NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) employs Air mages to help chart and understand the way the atmosphere works. They do not, however, use them to cause weather events regardless of what conspiracy theorists suggest. ~ Magic Explained. 
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    At the library, my arms weighed down with the books I needed for the History of Magic paper, I headed to where I'd left Carelian watching a table for me. After that near miss, I'd brought him in with me for now. I slowed down as I approached, seeing another backpack and someone standing there.  
 
    I knew who it was, even without seeing the creature with too many legs perched on the table in front of Carelian. They looked for all the world like they were having a serious conversation.  
 
    "New friend?" I asked Carelian as I set my books down. "Arachena, isn't it?" 
 
    The thing, as I had no idea what it was besides a familiar, gave a weird hiss chirp and waved its two front legs. Now that I was closer, I could see it had twelve, six on each side instead of the normal six or eight legs I was used to seeing, and a body in four segments. Though I supposed the front two were something other than legs, maybe the equivalent of our arms. Either way, it was a whitish pink with blue rings around the joints. I only saw two eyes, but that didn't mean a thing. With her legs spread out she was bigger than a dinner plate, but curled up with only her two front legs waving she wasn't much bigger than a 
 
    "Arachena said it was okay for me to sit here. She said she wanted to talk to your cat." The voice spoke from beside me and I turned to see the mage from the coffee shop and classes. Brown hair, those strange amber eyes, pale skin, a bit overweight, and the evidence of bad acne as a teen still obvious on his face. 
 
    "Sure. Hi, I'm Cori," I said, sticking out my hand to him.  
 
    He gave me a long look, then shifting his own stack of books to his left arm, shook my hand. "Charles." His eyes went to my temple and I sighed. 
 
    "It isn't like I asked to be a freak. Really." 
 
    He looked back at me and grinned. The smile lit up his face and made him much more friendly and approachable. "You never do. It is a curse gifted upon those of us fated to be better or at least different." 
 
    He set his books down and I did the same, grabbing my notebook. "I could do with a bit less gifting thank you very much. Though I suppose my cat isn't too bad a benefit." 
 
    Carelian glared at me. He stood up and turned around, putting his lashing tail towards me. Arachena chittered and moved away from the tail, racing up the back of a chair so she was facing Carelian. 
 
    Charles snickered. "Nice to see you treat yours the way I do mine. Were you expecting to get one?" 
 
    "Ha. I wasn't expecting to emerge, much less all this." I waved my hand at the patchwork of colors on my temple. "While I'm not sure I'd give him up, still not sure it was or is worth it." 
 
    "I hear you. Not what I'd planned either." 
 
    With that, we both started opening history books, working in companionable silence, making notes and references.  
 
    I'd managed to outline my subject, focusing mostly on the Area 51 rips and their closure for two years as well as the change in emergence stats during that time. I'd hit up Siab to see if she could ask the OMO for any other information as they were one of the few organizations in the 1950s that had any emergence data. I thought there had to be other rips around the world—mostly stable ones—but that the governments weren't making them known. If I had to guess Siberia, Japan, and Australia.  
 
    But I'd leave that out of my paper. I had no proof and only a vague feeling or idea, and I didn't want to worry about it for now. And I wouldn't mention anything about people emerging again.  
 
    "Well, look here. Chunk has sunk to trying to get lesbians to take pity on him. I guess it's about the only people that would take someone like you," a saccharine sweet voice said. I looked up to see a girl with vibrant red hair and the pale pretty skin you read about in stories about Irish lasses. She even had the pale green eyes to go with it. 
 
    Charles had gone rigid at the words and laid down his pen very carefully. His familiar skittered over to him and up into his hair. 
 
    "Ugh, I can't believe you let that creature touch you, much less live in your hair. Who knows what it's doing in there? Shitting at least, maybe laying eggs? Gods, you'd be the next star on a reality tv show, ‛Spiders Came Out of My Brain'." The mocking level in her voice took me back. I glanced at Charles who had the look of someone who contemplated how many buckets it would take to contain all her body parts. 
 
    It flickered away and instead of reacting to her, he looked at me. "Lesbian, huh?"  
 
    The glimpse of pleading supplanting the calculation on his face confused me, and it took me a second for my brain to get on track.  
 
    "Nah. I just live with them. I mean, when you live with women as awesome as those two are, who wouldn't be jealous?" 
 
    "True. I mean, at least a few guys on campus have mourned their loss from the dating pool," he replied, his inflection almost flat as he struggled to maintain the mocking, but I could tell he wasn't into it. 
 
    "I'm sorry, we haven't been introduced. I'm Cori. You are?" I turned and held my hand out to her, trying to take the attention off the poor guy who I could see retreating into himself. 
 
    She took a step back as if shit smeared my hand. "Ugh. I just can't believe Sable moved in with you. I mean, having a fling on the other side is one thing, but to actually move in with a proven lesbian and you." Her eyes glanced to my temple and she shuddered. She overacted, and the effect fell flat. I dropped my hand slowly. "You're a freak," she snarled. "No one should have that much power." 
 
    "I think Sable is much happier with us, Daniela." There wasn't anything else to say.  
 
    "I just felt so sorry for her." Her voice gave lie to the statement and a tone, discordant and harsh but oh so faint, chimed in my head. "She will never have eternal joy. She'll be thrown out of Merlin's realm after she dies because she didn't bear children." 
 
    The conversation about her came flooding back, the Purity beliefs that bloodline was everything. "Well, I guess that is stuff for us to worry about." I smiled and waited for her to leave. 
 
    "At least that's your choice," she sniffed and tossed her hair over her shoulder. "Poor Chunk here would only get a girl to sleep with him by drugging her. No one else would have him." Her sneer etched ugly lines into her face, marring her beauty. 
 
    I couldn't believe she had just said that. "Did you really just say he would have to drug and rape a girl to get sex?" I realized I was standing leaning towards her. She was only about 5'5" and svelte where I'd been putting on curves and muscle since Jo had dragged me to the gym all fall. 
 
    "Well no one would sleep with him willingly," she said, the sneer still on her face. 
 
    I turned to Charles, who had gone absolutely pale. "That qualifies as slander. If you want to go to the college board, I'll back you up. That is not something you say and, per the code of ethics we signed, can get her kicked out." 
 
    He blinked at me. "You would? You don't know me." 
 
    I gave him a hard look. "Have you ever drugged or raped anyone?" 
 
    "No!" This time I heard the gentle low tone of a crystal bell, so faint that if it wasn't for the quiet of the library I wouldn't have noticed. 
 
    ~He tells the truth,~ Carelian's voice whispered in my head and I looked to see he had turned and was glaring at the girl. 
 
    I looked at her. "If I were you, I'd keep my mouth shut or I'll help him file charges." 
 
    Daniela had flushed a shade of red that made her look a bit like a tomato. "Both of you are freaks. You deserve each other," she spat then whirled, her hair whipping around her like a cloak, and stormed away. 
 
    "Dang, what's her problem?" I muttered sitting back down. Carelian came over for a pet and I granted it.  
 
    "I made the mistake in sixth grade of beating her in the spelling bee and getting honors over her all through high school. I was the valedictorian. Not her. In retrospect I should have just flunked one of the tests. She's been like this my whole life. I figured after high school I'd get away from her and be done with it. But then this happened." He pointed to his temple, his smile bitter. Then it softened as Arachena stuck her head out. "And this." He smiled as he petted her. "And to make matters worse, I emerged as an archmage, she only emerged as a wizard in a family where most of them are archmages or merlins and over fifty percent have familiars. She was the escort for my orientation. At which point she made sure everyone knew I was a fat loser with a creepy fondness for bugs." His nails on his right hand dug into the hard wooden table even as he gently petted his familiar. 
 
    "Well, that's her problem. And seeing her, I get what you said the other night at the coffeehouse. I'm sorry. If you ever want to study or something, let me know." I ripped off a piece of paper from my notebook and scribbled my number down. "Besides, Carelian likes you, which says a lot." 
 
    He gave me a shy smile and I could see the intelligence in his eyes. "Arachena says the same. Thanks." 
 
    "Fudge. I gotta go. See you around." I scooped up my notes, dumped the books on the shelving cart and called to Carelian. "Come on. Dumping you in the park." He twitched his ear at me and I shrugged. "You really want to sit in chem lab for two hours?" 
 
    A tail lash and he leapt off the table and followed me out in typical cat fashion, darting this way and that to look at things, rub his muzzle on racks, and make me wait, holding the door for him. 
 
    "You're going to make me late," I scolded. He seemed unconcerned, though I managed to get him out the door. "The park is there." I pointed at the small area with trees, benches, and rolling grass. If I knew him, he'd be up a tree sleeping in fifteen minutes. After terrorizing various squirrels and birds, of course. 
 
    With a flick of his tail, which sounded like a whip cracking, he darted across the sidewalks and streaked up a tree. I laughed at the chorus of alarmed squawks as birds went flying out of the tree. 
 
    Picking up my pace, I headed to the lab to get prepped. Class might only be two hours, but it took thirty minutes or more to get ready for the experiments. By the time I left the lab I had the principals of testing various chemical compounds firmly in my head and I reeked of acetone. 
 
    ~Quean!~ Carelian's voice slammed into me as I left the building. It was the first time I'd heard anything except amusement, pride, or contempt in his mental voice. I broke into a run, blessing Jo for her torture as I carried everything and still ran to the park. 
 
    "Stupid cat. Call animal control. It scratched me. It should be put down." 
 
    "Unnatural creatures, anything not of this Earth, should be killed on sight." A female voice hissed the words, but I heard lust in them more than fear. 
 
    I heard the words before I saw Carelian, and the three students surrounding him. He perched on the back of a bench, hissing, ears laid back, and tail coiled up by his side like a whip. What disturbed me the most were the smudges of dirt on his normally pristine fur, as well as the clods of dirt laying around him. 
 
    "What by Merlin's balls is going on here?" I snarled out the words and I felt my magic wrap around me, ready to attack. 
 
    "Oh look, one freak working with another," the boy sneered. The other two students were female. 
 
    I strode forward and Carelian leaped into my arms. He shook, though I had the feeling it was from rage, not fear.  
 
    "What exactly is going on?" I repeated even as I felt my emotions longing to strike at them.  
 
    "This thing was chasing squirrels. Torturing them. I knew it had to belong to the freak. Only a freak like you would have something this sadistic with her. They should have killed you when they realized what you are. You're too dangerous to live." The young man, though he acted like a spoiled teenager, stood with his arms on his hips glaring at me. 
 
    ~My quean, they think funny, wrong,~ Carelian muttered as he snuggled into my arms. 
 
    "He is a familiar and is allowed here. And the penalty for attacking one is five years in prison. And I'm curious,"—I kept my voice mild, but I stepped forward with a snarl on my face—"if you think I'm so dangerous, why are you attacking my familiar?"  
 
    This time I thought very specifically about what I wanted to do, and I pulled on Fire. This time I felt a significant offering at least a half inch of my hair all the way around as I set the bench between us on fire. It burst into flames bright and hot white before fading back to orange. The students screamed and jumped back.  
 
    "As I see it, you're attacking a mage and a familiar, so I'm expected to protect myself. With deadly force if necessary." Their pale faces almost glowed in the light of the flames and they staggered back. "Getting on my bad side is stupid." 
 
    They looked at me. "You've made a mistake messing with us. We have powerful friends. You'll see soon enough." The male student yelled it as he shielded his face from the flames. "They will get what they want. Why not just give them what they want now?" 
 
    "Which is what? What do they want?" 
 
    He just gave me a smile that reminded me of a snarling dog and whirled and ran away. The other two girls followed him, casting glares back my direction. They left me standing there holding my familiar, though I saw a trail of blood from one girl's hand.  
 
    "You sure you're okay? They didn't hurt you, did they?" 
 
    Carelian didn't respond, just burrowed deeper into my arms.  
 
    "Okay, I'll carry you. Let's go home." I didn't want to let him go.  
 
    The heat of the fire reminded me and I snuffed it out, again with a fraction of the offering it should have taken. I suspected doing that would haunt me at some point, but for now I didn't care. It was the easiest way to get them to back off, but I needed to double down on how to use magic. How to protect myself and warn off others. School really was a jungle. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    By 1860, more and more mages appeared, and the United States government grappled with the changing world. Acceptance of magic would not occur until the mid-1900s. In 1870, forty years after the Trail of Tears, the House of Representatives was approached by a group of American Indians. Records are sketchy as to the various tribes they represented, but notes recorded five men and three women. They obtained a sealed hearing with the current congressmen. When they left, the five reservations labeled as the American Indian Nation had been granted total autonomy from the US and a pledge that the US government would never invade their territories. The records of that hearing are sealed until the year 2200. Many have tried to open the sealed book over the remaining years, but it still refuses to open. No memoirs about that hearing have ever been shared with the public. ~ History of Magic 
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    Life settled down a bit, though it seemed like my stress was putting Murphy's cloak on me every time I turned around. I got into the habit of just checking every time I went outside, and at least half the time there it was.  
 
    Carelian was growing so fast, but I consoled myself knowing that packing him around added to my stamina and growing made him better able to protect himself. It seemed like since that incident with the bench he'd been growing faster and eating more than the months previously. Where he'd started out as a half-pound kitten, he now was the size of cocker spaniel, and I knew in another week or so, I'd have to have him on a harness as I wouldn't be able to pack him around.  
 
    With Carelian, I never knew if he'd reply or not. He seemed always distracted, and most of my comments were met with flicked ears or tail. Though he had no issue letting any of the three of us know he expected some of what we were eating. While obviously a carnivore, he liked some vegetables and fruits, and was addicted to whipped cream. At least we didn't need to worry about him eating chocolate because he just turned his nose up at it.  
 
    No one had said anything about the destroyed bench, and it had been three weeks. I didn't know if that was a good or a bad thing, so I just kept quiet about it. I had more than enough to worry about with classwork. 
 
    I loved the magic classes, even if I shouldn't be able to use as many things as I could. But learning just what I could do fascinated me. The magic lab that Indira taught continued to stretch me, and I was getting better at figuring out how to use my magic and understanding how I could kill myself by being stupid.  
 
    I headed down the street to my weekly meeting with my mentors, looking forward to the food and exhausted by carrying the cat and the bag.  
 
    "I think we need to switch to the harness full time. You're getting too big to carry anymore." 
 
    ~Leash?~ 
 
    "Yes, leash. And harness. That way you can walk beside me, and maybe even carry some of your own supplies when you get bigger." 
 
    ~No leash,~ he muttered. 
 
    "Yes, leash. We talked about this. While you are a familiar and intelligent, a leash makes people feel better and keeps them from trying to take you. You know there isn't an option. Remember, you find taking your mages on walks humorous."  
 
    He changed moods and decisions like a teenage girl somedays. For a cat from another plane of existence, he had the art of pouting down to a science. And now he was sulking. 
 
    "Don't care. I can't keep carrying you." I glanced at the walk signal and started to cross the street. 
 
    "Lady, look out!" A hand grabbed my arm and yanked me back off the street and I stumbled against the curb as a car sped by. "Shit, he almost hit you. You okay?" 
 
    A man hovered near me, his face pale, and I took a shaky breath as he steadied me. "Yeah. Did I walk in front of him?" 
 
    "No. The idiot ran a red light. You sure you're okay?" 
 
    I checked for Murphy's Curse, but nothing was there. "Yeah. People need to pay attention. Thanks." 
 
    "No problem. Be careful," he said. We waited in silence until the walk signal came up again, then, both of us checking both ways, we crossed the street. He nodded once to me and left and I headed down the street, paying way more attention to my surroundings and working on getting my heart under control from the adrenaline spike.  
 
    The restaurant we were meeting in offered Indian food, which I'd never tried, so it was something that made me pick up my steps. I approached the door and saw Indira and Alixant talking. As I neared, he bent over and kissed her lips gently. I paused to take that in. 
 
    "You're dating now? Is that because of me or pressure from your other interest groups?" 
 
    Alixant turned to look at me. "No. We're dating because she's sexy, we're both single, and for some reason she likes me. Is that an issue?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't care who either of you date. I was just wondering if it is something they get to influence also." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Sometimes," said Indira. 
 
    Alixant glanced at her and she shrugged. "Not you, but…" 
 
    "Me," I said, my voice flat.  
 
    "Yes," she admitted looking at me, but there wasn't any shame. "I had no reason not to try. It didn't work and I told them so." 
 
    "Huh. I guess there is more to this than what I've heard." Before Alixant could continue, they called his name and we went into the restaurant. Like most places they had a separate area for those with service animals or familiars. Once we were seated, I let Indira order for me as I had no clue what I would or wouldn't like. 
 
    When the server left, I looked at them. "So, willing to say who asked or why you were asked to seduce me?" 
 
    She'd never been willing to tell me before now, but maybe with Alixant here she'd spill. 
 
    "It really isn't that big of a deal. Sex is a straightforward way to control people and people want to control you," she said, as if she was talking about the weather. "I owed them, so when they asked me to try, I agreed. It didn't work. If it had, well, we would have seen where it went." 
 
    "That is extremely creepy and wrong on so many levels. Why in the world should I trust you? And I thought teachers weren't allowed to date students." Somehow, I kept my tone level and not shriek like I wanted to.  
 
    "If it was a genuine relationship, I would have quit my job and another one would have been found for me."  
 
    Alixant shrugged. "Sounds about right. The government and Builders don't lean towards that level of manipulation, but I've seen it. Lots of students do stupid things with their magic when they are learning. Or do stupid things period, and the society or a mentor bails you out. You then owe them. I know of one mage who is basically a slave to his mentor because the mentor sacrificed three toes and two pinkies to save his life. I'm not sure I would have been willing to do that." 
 
    The calm, logical reaction from both of them shook me to the core and even the naan and plates of food that arrived didn't do anything to chase the chill away. 
 
    "So how or why should I trust you?" I blurted the second the waitress had left.  
 
    They glanced at each other and I started shredding a piece of naan, needing something to do with my hands. 
 
    "Maybe we should talk about stupid things first," Alixant said. "I heard you set a bench on fire. It burst into white flame and basically burned down to ash, even the metal holding it melted. But interestingly, I don't see a large amount of your hair missing. How much did you offer to get a null branch to work that spectacularly for you?" he inquired, pinning me with his stare. Indira turned to focus on me too and I gritted my teeth.  
 
    "Enough to do what I needed." I evaded the question and took a mouthful of my food. I had no idea what she'd ordered, but the flavors burst across my mouth, distracting me. 
 
    "Yes. But for that level of fire that fast, even Indira with it as a pale would have had to lose what? An inch? Two?" 
 
    Indira shrugged. "Probably only an inch across the bottom. But then I've been practicing a long time." Her eyes narrowed at me. "But you haven't. Even with a familiar…" She trailed off looking at my hair.  
 
    I didn't say a thing, but in the two weeks since I'd done it, most of what I'd offered had grown back. Not even Jo had noticed what I had offered, and I never told her about it.  
 
    "What aren't you telling us?" Indira all but demanded, and that killed any guilt I might have had. 
 
    "There are a lot of things I don't tell you. You aren't my mentors, at least not how Alixant described it, so I don't actually owe you anything. I'm willing to take your assistance to pull this off, but there is no reason to trust you, so I'm not giving you, or the people pulling your strings, any more ammo than I absolutely have to." I didn't snarl or snap, and the rumbled purr in my mind from Carelian, who was busy eating the rare lamb, helped me stay calm. 
 
    She blinked and sat back, then glanced at Alixant. "She'll do. If she keeps learning and adapting at this rate, she might even survive her draft." 
 
    "I would prefer that. Especially if James' bank vaults hold what everyone seems to think they do." 
 
    "Not to mention his house," Indira commented. "She gets out of here with a doctorate and doesn't owe anyone anything, she'll be better than most. Better than me." These last words sounded bitter, and I wondered what she'd done. Or more exactly how they had trapped her. 
 
    "Excuse me. I'm right here. What are you talking about?" 
 
    Again, those glances and Alixant reached his hand out and she took it. An oddly endearing gesture that caught me off guard.  
 
    Alixant gave me a hard look. "You're getting a lot of attention and not all of it good. Just let us know if anything else like what happened with those two guys and what I assume happened in the park occurs. We have loyalties to other groups, but at this point what they can require us to do is minimal, and so far, mostly it's been passing information they could have gotten several other ways."  
 
    Indira picked up when he paused. "We are on your side, really. If you want, we're willing to sign a dual mentorship agreement. In many ways that would protect all of us as they are legal documents and anyone asking us to break the terms in them would be challenged in court. I'd like to say trust us, we have your best interests at heart, but we all know that isn't exactly true."  
 
    Alixant nodded and finished. "So how about this—trust that we have your best interests at heart and the best long-term plan we see is to get you out of college and through the draft as a free person. Then while you might not 'owe' us, you would most likely treat any requests or favors we might ask in the future with a more generous eye, and vice versa. Consider it more a strong friendship that we hope will last multiple decades. And that goes for Carelian too." 
 
    He let go of Indira's hand, and she nodded. "Having you as a 'personal friend' would give both of us shields down the road and might make a difference in the choices I at least have." 
 
    ~They are right. People who owe you are always good.~ 
 
    I shot a startled look at Carelian, but he hadn't even lifted his head, still working on eating the lamb.  
 
    "What did you do that they have such a hold over you?" I asked, blunt and to the point.  
 
    Indira sighed, looking a bit green, but nodded. "If I want your trust, I suppose I need to extend it." 
 
    "Do you want me to leave? I don't need to hear this," Alixant offered, making as if to rise from the table.  
 
    "No. Stay. They mainly got me because I was scared and stupid. I don't think Cori would ever be as naive as I was back then." Indira sighed and settled back a bit against the chair, glancing around. The restaurant, done in bright reds and sunshine yellows, wasn't crowded, though the scents of curry and other spices I wasn't sure of surrounded us. There wasn't anyone sitting at the table next to us, as Alixant had asked for a corner table. Unless we started shouting no one would hear what we discussed.  
 
    "Ugh, I'm going to need a drink to get through this," Indira sighed. She waved down the waiter and a few minutes later had a very large glass of wine in front of her. She took a sip of the dark red liquid and sighed.  
 
    "I was working on my masters. Going to college in Wisconsin. Let's just say my coloring, my name, and my family all made me stand out as a foreigner among all the blond and brown-haired boys. My family was a very traditional Farsi, even for women mages. You stay pure, you don't marry outside the family, and you let your family pick your husband. It was how I'd been raised, so I wasn't even interested in dating." She took another sip of wine. 
 
    I tried to imagine Indira, who screamed sex and sensuality, ever being that obedient. I failed. 
 
    "I'd been out too late at the library, lost track of time, and all the shuttles had shut down. As I walked the two miles to the public bus stop, I was attacked and raped." The words fell like stones onto our silent table. With those words a lot of my issue with her faded and fast. Alixant made a sound that I recognized. Something deep and primal, but he didn't move. 
 
    "He'd ambushed me, so I was dazed and confused for far too long. He wasn't a mage, and apparently didn't realize I was until after he was finished and standing up. By then the concussion he'd given me had cleared enough I realized what had happened. I killed him." She smiled a bitter smile. "Amazing what an Entropy mage can do when she doesn't care what she sacrifices. I caused all his organs to rupture. His screaming brought campus security. They took me to the ER, and I went through all that unpleasant stuff. Found out he'd been raping women for a while, but I was the first person to get consciousness back before he left." 
 
     Her shuddering breath made me wonder if she'd ever told the story before.  
 
    "I didn't tell anyone except my mentor, and he took care of it. No charges were pressed, and no record of it entered the system. And I was an idiot. I didn't tell my parents, and they continued to think I was their pure, dutiful daughter. I'm sure you know what happened." The bitterness and self-loathing in the words made me want to cry for her. "I got pregnant. I'd been a virgin and never used birth control. I'd been so shaken up over it, it didn't occur to me anything was wrong until three months later. My parents lost it. Oh, the accusations. And I couldn't even prove I'd been raped because there was no record of me visiting the ER, reporting it to the police—hell, even campus security had no records. They kicked me out. Turned their backs on me." 
 
    This time Alixant did move. He reached out and touched her face. She shook his hand off. "Oh, the rest plays out like any good story does. My mentor arranged for me to have the abortion, got me a place to live, and made sure I got my choice of placements for the draft. He took care of me every step of the way." 
 
    "And then he wanted payback," I said, my voice soft.  
 
    "That he did. He, of course, had all the records, things that proved I'd murdered a man, but not that he'd raped me. Proof of an illegal abortion because I was past the first trimester, and proof of bribes he'd offered 'on my behalf' to get me the position I had. I'd trusted him, and he took full advantage of that." Indira released a shaky breath. "So he has me, or at least did. His hold over the years has slipped as I earned my own favors from people, and I've gotten some information on other things he's done. This request of his, trying to seduce you, working with you and trying to sway you in some things, were easy to do and had no long-term downsides for me." A smile flashed across her face and I saw the woman I'd been getting to know reappear. "Though it never occurred to me you would turn me down. Even straight women normally crumble when I try." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "I'm just special, I guess." 
 
    ~Quean,~ Carelian murmured, but when I looked, his paw grooming had his full attention.  
 
    "You just might be. But that's why I owe people." She shrugged. "The question really lies with how much can you trust us and how much can you afford not to trust us." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Join the Elemental Society and be in your element. Together the elements can do anything, and here you will find those that will push your creativity and provide opportunities for your skills to shine. Remember, to your element be true. ~Elemental Society Brochure 
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    That question followed me. We hadn't talked anymore about it at dinner, and I focused on school. The blasted cloak kept reappearing. I dispelled it whenever I thought about it. And the feeling of being watched all the time didn't fade but I couldn't pinpoint anything. Oddly, I felt most exposed outside, but Carelian seemed less stressed outside, so I just chalked it up to all the pressure and focused on school. 
 
    Friday came around and that meant visiting the Guzman's. The four of us piled into a rented car, as we couldn't all fit on Jo's motorcycle, and headed up to Rockway. We had barely gotten on Interstate 75 when Jo cleared her throat. She drove while Sable sat in the passenger seat and I was in the back with Carelian. He wore his new harness and kept fiddling with it, but he'd agreed that I couldn't keep carrying him.  
 
    "So, I got approached the other day," her voice way too nonchalant. 
 
    "By?" My attention focused on the back of her head and I wished I'd taken the passenger seat. At least then I'd be able to see part of her face. 
 
    "The Nyx society. They said they thought I'd get along with their members. That they had a need for someone like me." 
 
    "Like you? What does that mean?"  
 
    "This is just me, but I think they wanted me to think it was all demographics—female, Hispanic, lesbian. But the speaker, male and smart, not a merlin but very self-assured, asked about my roommates and what they might need to make their lives easier. So I'm pretty sure my attractiveness has a lot to do with you." 
 
    "I got something similar," Sable said. "Though the person feeling me out wasn't anywhere near as subtle. They just pointed out that same-sex relationships can face discrimination and they would assist if we needed help. The part that I found fascinating, was—and I'm quoting this because it caught me so off guard—we also fully support and can assist with legal needs in non-traditional relationships like triads." 
 
    "A triad?" I choked and leaned back, not sure how I felt. "Why does everyone assume there has to be something sexual between us? That we can't just be friends, good friends?" And Sable was becoming a good friend. I still wanted more time, but so far I didn't have many complaints. Carelian liked her. 
 
    ~Triad good.~ 
 
    "WHAT?" The words burst from all three mouths and we looked at Carelian, the car swerving as we did. Jo snapped her head back around and got the car straight. 
 
    "Okay, Carelian, I've got no idea what you're talking about and I'm not a hundred percent sure I want to know." 
 
    ~Family, coven, triad, strong, three queans best triad.~ He sounded affronted and pulled far enough away I couldn't reach him with the seatbelt on. 
 
    "Huh. I think he means more like Wicca stuff. Not sex, but family, partnership." Sable talked it out and I could remember things from high school, but not anything we'd covered in History of Magic yet.  
 
    "Okay, the guy from the society probably meant the sex version—but the other," I trailed off then shook my head. "No offense to either of you, but I don't know if I'm even ready to consider that, because what little I remember it would be almost a relationship, I think." 
 
    "Yeah. I mean, I'm not opposed in theory, but that is way past anything Jo and I have talked about." 
 
    Jo didn't say a word, just kept driving, the traffic lifting as we got past 285. 
 
    "So back to the guy, why would he think we are in a sexual relationship? I mean, I'm pretty sure Indira passed on the word that I wasn't a lesbian, or at least she didn't do it for me." 
 
    "Indira would do it for most people, us included. Sable and I talked about it, so her not doing it for you is a relatively big indicator you're not lesbian or at least not a looks-oriented lesbian. As to the society, because mostly it's populated by males and they all think with their dicks?" Jo asked and we snickered at the truth. 
 
    "What about you Cori, anyone ask?" 
 
    "Not yet. Indira advised I feel out Emrys at the least, but I just haven't." 
 
    "Why?" Sable asked, twisting to look at me. 
 
    "I don't know. Part of it is because if I join one, it ruins any protestation that I don't want to join a society. But also, I think it isn't worth it unless they owe me for joining." 
 
    "What?" Jo craned to look at me. 
 
    "I swear, Josefa, if you don't pay attention to the road I'm going to make you pull over," I snapped out channeling Marisol to the point Jo paled and yanked her attention back to the road. 
 
    "Yes, mami, I mean Cori." 
 
    Sable's snickers turned into laughing which pulled me in, while Jo flushed and paid very close attention to her driving. 
 
    "So, I've been thinking a lot about what Indira told me." I'd told them about the societies and treatment, how they would try to get members to owe them, though in Indira's case it had been the member who was a creep, but the society had approved in an oblique way. I hadn't told them the details of her story. That wasn't mine to tell. "Given that, I want it so I'm doing them a favor by joining, not the other way. I am absolutely determined not to need them. But if they can owe me it might be worth it. Even if I get this degree in the next eighteen, well sixteen months now, I still have three or more years to get my doctorate. I have time to see what they have to offer and if it is worth it for me." 
 
    Sable snickered. "I knew you were thinking this out a lot more than we were. You aren't going to be someone they use. You want to use them." 
 
    I sighed and sank back into the seat a bit. "That sounds so cynical, but yes. I don't know why I emerged so young or why I emerged twice, but you can guarantee as soon as I get my degree everyone will want to use me or worse, study me. I hate to admit it, but right now my best bet is Alixant. He's honest about what he wants." 
 
    "And Indira?" Jo didn't look at me, but I heard the worry in her voice.  
 
    "She has more people pulling her strings, but I think she honestly wants me to not be like her. Caught in the mistakes she made. But that means they need to beg for my attention, not the other way around." 
 
    "What will we be giving up by not trying to seek admittance to their societies?" Sable asked and I looked at her, oddly warmed and worried she used the 'we' word. Maybe there was more there for our future than I thought. I couldn't even put a name to my thoughts, so I shelved them. Some things needed to be dealt with only when you reached that bridge.  
 
    "Off the top of my head? I think networking and maybe draft opportunities. Isn't your dad a mage?" 
 
    "Yes. But he emerged as a wizard and chose to get only a bachelor's, then go into the military as an officer. He did his full twenty. He's now a civilian with the DoD. So he never got into the societies. Well, he's Army, and that is its own society that few others can touch." 
 
    "True. Let's talk to your parents, Jo. Maybe they'll have an idea." Because I really didn't know how much pressure the societies would put on us. Maybe I was extrapolating too much from what happened with Indira and that was one person, not the society as a whole.  
 
    "Works, we should be there in another ten minutes, and Mami is expecting us, all of us, for lunch." 
 
    I nodded and checked on Carelian. He had his paws up on the door, watching the world go by, and I grinned. He really did love the speed of our travel. I also noticed for the first time outside the apartment I felt like I wasn't being watched. Some of the tension bled from me. But there was another person I trusted. 
 
    I sent a text to police chief Laurel Amosen. *Chief, it's Cori. Societies- did you join? Have an opinion if I should?* 
 
    I left it at that. I didn't know if she'd have time to text back, but at least I'd asked. I was about to put my phone away when I remembered Shay had responded at one time. And I now had his number. With a shrug, I texted him. 
 
    *Shay, Cori - should I join a society? Are they worth it?* 
 
    There—at least I would have some other inputs, and one of them from another merlin, well if he ever saw his phone and responded. 
 
    We pulled into the driveway of Jo's house, and I got out with a smile on my face. Jo grabbed Sable's hand as we walked up to the door and she walked in. "Mami, we're here," Jo called out in a clear voice as I followed behind, Carelian darting in with an odd gait as he wiggled against the harness. 
 
    "Jo, in here. Cori and Sable better be with you," Marisol called out from the living room. We turned the corner to see Carelian being petted by her. "How's my beautiful boy? You're getting so big. That harness looks so handsome on you." 
 
    I rolled my eyes as he preened at her compliments and stopped picking at it so much. She looked up at me and winked. 
 
    "Thank you, Tia," I said as I came over for a tight hug. To my amusement, she gave Sable the same hug, proving that at least she liked this girlfriend. Most of them Jo never brought home, much less introduced to her parents. Sable really was special. 
 
    "Just a girls' day. Henri is working at the shop with Sanchez, a special project. I figured we'd have margaritas, queso, and chips, and you tell me everything." Her voice sounded chipper, but I swear it had a hint of pleading in it. 
 
    "I'm driving, Mami, but it sounds like the perfect day. Besides, we were hoping you could give us some advice."  
 
    The smile that lit up her face told me she missed her daughter, and maybe me too, more than I could have guessed. "Well, that is what mothers are for, isn't it? To provide advice?" 
 
    Ten minutes later, we all had margaritas, Jo's just missing the tequila. Carelian had mini tamales she had made for him, and we were in the dining room around the table. They'd never changed it after Jo transformed it to petrified wood. While heavy as all get out, the table was solid and gorgeous, and I suspected Marisol would never part with it.  
 
    Once we'd settled and had some of the excellent queso she always put in chilies and chorizo, Marisol looked at all of us. "So, what is the issue you need advice about? Normally I'd think it was boys, but…" She shrugged, a movement that made us laugh.  
 
    "Yes, I don't think boys are an issue right now. Unless we're talking about Carelian," Jo said with a laugh. Carelian for his part was too busy unwrapping his tamales and eating them with great delight. I watched his manipulation of the small rolls and wondered exactly what else he'd learned to get into.  
 
    "So?" She had leaned back, sipping her margarita as she watched us. 
 
    Jo looked at me and waved a chip at me. I guess they were dumping this on me. I couldn't really complain, as I was at the center of all of it one way or another. 
 
    "Did you join a society?" 
 
    Marisol arched her eyebrows looking at me. "You mean one of the magical societies?" We nodded, watching. "Yes, my sophomore year. I still am a member of Elemental if it comes to that. Why?" 
 
    "Is it worth it? What has it cost you or gained you?" 
 
    She looked surprised for a split second, then her eyes darted to my temple and then her daughter's and Sable's. "Ah. First, remember that neither Henri nor I are at the rank you two are, and definitely not Cori's. For us? It was more a social and networking group. A few people got help with tickets or getting a job after the draft. I can remember at least twice someone asking the society for tutoring of a child or aid with some accounting via the local Elemental newsletter. Henri has people who get free oil changes for life because they helped with getting us the loan to start his shop."  
 
    Jo's eyes lit up. "Aha! I always wondered why there were some people. Papi never explained it, just saying 'reasons'. But they were payback for the assistance getting the loan?" 
 
    "Co-signing and being our first customers. They helped bring in others. But all of that is similar to what you'd find in an Elks lodge. What you are asking, and what you'll face is much more layered." Marisol closed her eyes, sipping her drink. We just waited, well, ate more. Filling our mouths with more queso was a wonderful way to pass the time.  
 
    "I don't know that I have an answer for you. There are good aspects to them. People who have become friends over the years and opportunities that otherwise may not have come our way, but while the 'costs', as you call them, for us were negligible and in reality nothing that we wouldn't have done even without the contract, you're going to have a lot more asked of and available to you." 
 
    "Contract?" I asked. I'd never heard anything about that before. 
 
    "Oh yes. Every society had an oath, I guess you would call it. You have to swear, and in theory you swear on your magic, that you will uphold their tenets. Now, does that mean you'll lose your magic if you break it? No. But I'd guess depending on the oath you could find it used against you." Marisol looked pensive now, and I could tell she was searching back through her memories. "The more I think about it, the riskier I guess it might be. I'm not sure I ever thought about it. It was just what you did. Everyone joined by the end of their junior year—in fact anyone that didn't was regarded as strange and even might find themselves ostracized. Huh, looking back I'm not sure anymore." 
 
    I leaned back, letting the margarita wash through me as I thought. If Marisol was no longer sure, this might be one more battle in front of me.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Air is one of the most maligned of the branches, with most people dismissing it as means to stay cool in the summer. While this is true for most ranks of mages, archmages and merlins have access to more abilities. Do not misunderstand, even a hedgemage has access to lightning, one of the more powerful spells. But where a hedgemage can create static electricity, a merlin can call a lightning strike strong enough to melt steel. ~ Magic Explained 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Saturday had been great, though Marisol had given me much to think about. We left about the time Henri and Sanchez came back, enough for hugs and waves, then we headed back. I worked Sunday, a twelve hour fill-in shift, and it helped improve the balance in my account. Monday found me back in the flow for the next week. February sped by and March arrived with a storm that meant getting to class that Monday resulted in me and Carelian both getting soaked to the skin. I don't know who was more annoyed. 
 
    ~Wet,~ he hissed in my mind and I shivered as it tickled the inside of my consciousness, causing ripples down my nerves. 
 
    "I'm aware. If you didn't notice, I'm wet also," I spat out, wringing my hair. It had poured so hard it went through the zipper of my coat and under my hood. Carelian on his leash had no protection. I dug a towel out of my bag, one of those swimmers' towels that absorbed a ton of water and dried fast. I dried him off, then my hair. My shoes and socks would just stay damp.  
 
    With a sigh we headed to Magic 101 class.  
 
    Settling in, only Charles smiled at me as he came in and Arachena waved. I snickered at how many people avoided her like she was the plague. I think Charles preferred it like that. Too bad Daniela didn't seem scared of his familiar, only contemptuous.  
 
    What is her problem? If you aren't worshiping her, you are to be demeaned? 
 
    She'd attacked me more since that day in the library, though as a sophomore, almost junior, I rarely crossed paths with her. Sable had Daniela in one of her classes and just rolled her eyes when she came up in conversation, which wasn't often. 
 
    "If everyone will take a seat. Today we have speakers from three of the societies. They will present their cases and how they work to make the magic you do even better. They will talk to interested students after class," Bernard announced the second the clock ticked to nine. He was nothing if not consistently punctual. What interested me was his attitude. He was almost fawning over one of the men. 
 
    So again, people get things for being in the society. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and looked at my texts. Both Laurel and Shay had responded that weekend, and I'd thanked them, but I still hadn't decided how to take what they said. Laurel's had been direct and to the point: "Be careful. They can be useful, but make sure you know exactly what you are getting for what you are giving. In the long run they can help, but they can also destroy. With the type of person you are, I doubt you'll provide much leverage to them for use against you." 
 
    Shay, however, had responded like Shay, confusing and circuitous. "All things are variable depending on who you are and what you put into them. Think not that they are useless, but treat them like a venomous snake, dangerous if it bites you, but very useful if you can milk it. After all, venom has many uses." 
 
    I still wasn't sure of anything he said, other than be careful. That wasn't a yes or a no, so, whatever.  
 
    The first person was in the same society as Bernard, a Builder. He was in his fifties, with light blond hair and a pleasant smile. He stood and talked to us, and Carelian just slept the entire time, telling me nothing. While he didn't make me wary, his presentation left me confused. I thought Builders built things, but most of the people in the guild were doctors or structural engineers/architects. They were mostly research based. Better alloys for construction, better medicines, better spells. It interested me to a point I hadn't expected. He spoke well and by the end of his presentation I could feel the urge to go sign up and work with other people that wanted what I wanted, to solve medical issues. Basically, they promised to get you in with labs, hospitals, and construction companies either during or after your draft. 
 
    When he was done, he promised to be available for questions for two hours after our class. He sat back down along the wall next to Bernard and they fell into quiet conversation. 
 
    The second presenter stepped up, a thin man who screamed lawyer. He talked for a solid ten minutes about the benefits of joining the Nyx, an Entropy and Time Society, the one Indira belonged to. He talked about power through law and perception, that everything people perceived needed to be what you wanted them to perceive. Laws were a matter of perception, and if the laws were altered to allow mages more power and better benefits, the perception of mages having power would become reality. He talked in circles, and Carelian growled, his nose under his tail. By the time this speaker was done I just shook my head. That would never be a group I wanted to associate with. As he walked back to take his seat where the others were, I realized there were four extra people there, not three. Bernard had said three speakers, but there were four people I didn't recognize. 
 
    The third speaker rose, this one a woman dressed in what I could only describe as a bohemia style. Her long hair flowed loosely around her, and blended with the flowing dress in blues, greens, and reds. She reminded me of a flower though she wasn't all that pretty. When she started to talk her words grabbed me and her charisma more than made up for any level of beauty she might have needed.  
 
    "My name is Elenia Trainor and I am the president of the Elemental society." Her voice rippled through the hall and she held out a hand that had water and flame dancing on it. Despite my cynicism the display impressed me.  
 
    "We are one of the largest magical societies around and offer some of the best opportunities bar none. Want to get into Hollywood and motion pictures? We know people. Want to work with cutting edge technology? How about learning more about the oceans? Or even space? Our society works in every industry and in ways you can only imagine. At the basis of all things is molecular structure, and elementalists can control it better than almost anyone. Transform mages are more than one trick ponies." She gave a grin that was cute and mischievous at the same time. But I watched as she talked and realized she had more to her than being a great speaker. As she talked, she flicked her hands and had the elements dancing at what must be her mental commands, making it look powerful and easy.  
 
    "Remember our creed, Elements together are better than elements alone," were her final words before she stepped back to her chair. 
 
    While Bernard came up to thank the speakers, I thought about it. Opportunity, friends, power. Basically, everything most people wanted. The question was: what did I want? 
 
    Pfft, easy— I want my own life, with no one controlling me. 
 
    My immediate reaction made me laugh, especially right now as everyone seemed to have a say in what I did or didn't do. The government influenced my degree selection. The teachers guided what I studied. The government would control my life for the next decade after my degree. So, the only way to make sure I had my own life was what? 
 
    The three speakers stood near the door, spaced out enough that they could talk to the students that clustered around them. I didn't see the other guy who'd been sitting at the back. All I'd been able to verify had been his white hair and slacks and a nice trench coat—the classrooms were still chilly. 
 
    I shrugged, grabbed my books, and hooked the leash back on Carelian. We'd come to an agreement that I'd let him roam in buildings or safeish places, but when we moved between classes, he'd be leashed. He muttered in the back of my head, but mostly he still came along with me just fine, sniffing things and pulling at the leash would have been too plebeian for him.  
 
    It took a minute to get through the gaggle of students with Carelian having to walk almost between my legs. For the first time I looked forward to maybe him being the size of a Labrador, then we wouldn't have to worry about that. Making it through the door I headed out. Mondays were busy and I had class with Indira next. 
 
    "Miss Munroe, I was wondering if I might walk with you?" A cultured voice came from down the hall behind me.  
 
    As I glanced back the man from class stepped up next to me, but not close enough I felt uncomfortable. He fell into pace beside me as I didn't stop. Still dressed in the same trench coat, this close I could see he had to be in his late sixties, with the hair not being white, but instead white and gray, creating a silvery color. But his eyes were what grabbed me—they were the same color as his hair, a silver mix that didn't seem wise to stare into. 
 
    "It's a free country," I responded as Carelian paced between us. I could tell he'd become very focused on the man as his tail had quit flicking around, only swaying slightly as we walked.  
 
    "Indeed, it is. And remains so often because of people like us," he responded, his voice carrying hints of an English accent. 
 
    I knew what he hinted at, but I figured I'd rather play it obtuse, see if I could get him to lose his temper. Working with Samuel while in Rockway had taught me how much people revealed when they got annoyed.  
 
    "Americans? Odd, you don't sound American." 
 
    He chuckled, but I didn't look at him, still headed out and to the next building over. I only had thirty minutes between classes and having time to go to the bathroom made my life more pleasant. 
 
    "No. I call England my home, well Wales to be exact." 
 
    "A long way from here." 
 
    "You were worth the trip. I saw your results from the second OMO scan." 
 
    That shook me. It meant either he was in the OMO or had high up friends that were. I couldn't even see my own OMO scans.  
 
    "Interesting. Were they pretty?" I tried to make light of it, but my voice had a higher pitch than normal. 
 
    "Not sure I would use that word, however the range of power you should have was most interesting." 
 
    Appealing you mean. The question is what society do you represent? 
 
    Abruptly I tired of the game. I needed to go to the bathroom, give Carelian time to go, get to my seat, and maybe say hi to Charles and Arachena. 
 
    We'd made it outside and I abruptly stopped and stepped off the path. He slowed to a halt a pace or two later and turned to face me. 
 
    "What do you want? I don't even know who you are, what you represent, and more, I don't know that I care." Looking at him full on for the first time I saw a firm chin and lips, as well his merlin tattoo on the right side of his face. 
 
    He tilted his upper body in a sort of nodding bow. "My apologies. Let me introduce myself. I am Gaylord Carstiles, the father of the House of Emrys." 
 
    It took me a minute to remember that father was how they referred to their president or head of their society.  
 
    Dang, should I be worried or not that the head is here? 
 
    I resisted the temptation to remark about his first name, mainly because I figure he expected me to, and right now the last thing I wanted to do was be predictable.  
 
    "So why is the House of Emrys so interested in me?" 
 
    "Please, Miss Munroe, I am sure you are well aware of why," he chided with a tone that just annoyed me. 
 
    "Okay, I know. Exactly why should I care?" 
 
    That seemed to set him back on his heels. "Because we feel you would be an excellent member of our House. You are a merlin, in fact the first double in history, though many of our researchers are scrambling to see if they can find evidence of it happening before. I wanted to make sure you knew exactly how interested we are in you joining our mission." 
 
    "Your mission? And what exactly would that be? And why would I have any desire to join in it?" 
 
    His calculated smirk did nothing to endear me to him as he peered down his nose at me. "Why, because of all the things we can do for you. Get the right doors opened, get you the right sort of friends, make sure you have everything you ever wanted?" 
 
    "Can you raise people from the dead?" I snapped annoyed and needing to go pee. 
 
    "What? No, of course not," he sputtered looking horrified. "We are not necromancers." 
 
    "I don't need a necromancer, I need a god. Not interested." I turned and headed towards the building, Carelian trotting alongside, a snicker of laughter teasing the edges of my mind. 
 
    "But Miss Munroe, we only accept merlins. We can be your greatest asset," he protested following after us. 
 
    "Don't care. Not interested. Now I need to go. Have a day." 
 
    I darted up the steps and into the women's bathroom leaving him standing there spluttering. Personally, I found the look on his face amusing.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    While Japan has their mages assigned to the Emperor and Empress, China took a unique route that is contradictory in many ways. The Chinese ruler is always merlin with the same dragon familiar and is known as Child of Heaven (note that there have been male and female rulers). The Qing dynasty is going strong, but all other mages are assigned to their civil service. While it is not quite slavery, they are housed, fed, married, and assigned jobs per the whims of the Child of Heaven. In theory they retire out after forty-five years. No one has met an old mage from China. ~ History of Magic 
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    I had to give him credit. He tried for three days, walking with me between classes and almost stalking me. He didn't give up until I finally turned on him, my patience cracking as I had to get three papers done and study for a chem test.  
 
    "Look Mr. Carstiles, I get that you think I should belong to Emrys, but until you prove to me I will get more than it will cost me, right now I'm not interested. Tell you what, go back, figure out why I might need you, because I can promise you, I'm going to figure out why you need me. If you can find something valid, come back after I have my bachelor's. Maybe by then I will have figured out what you can actually offer me." 
 
    He paled a bit but nodded. "Very well, Miss Munroe. Good luck in your endeavors, but please, if you feel you need something reach out to me. No strings attached, I swear." He slipped me his card, a heavy piece of dark blue with silver font. 
 
    I nodded, slipped it into my bag and walked away, Carelian loping around me in amusement. Thursdays I had law and biology eating up my afternoons and the paper for Magic Law was missing a reference. I let Carelian loose in the park, glancing at him. "No inciting mobs this time, please?" 
 
    ~No promises,~ he responded, tail curved up in a question mark. 
 
    "Oh, Jo is such a bad influence on you," I sighed as I rolled up the leash. 
 
    ~Excellent quean.~ 
 
    "So you've said. Still doesn't tell me much. I'll be back in an hour, then biology lecture," I reminded him, though I suspected he had my schedule as memorized as I did. 
 
    He flipped his tail at me and darted up a tree. I sighed and hurried to the library. Sixty-five minutes later I had all the references I needed, and this time I'd taken pictures of the titles and copyright pages so I could notate correctly. I picked up my pace as I knew I was running late and I wanted a few minutes to scarf the granola bar and jerky I had in my bag. The librarian did not allow eating in the library. Sitting on the bench in the little park area for a few minutes sounded good. 
 
    "Carelian where are you?" I called out as I approached the little clearing. 
 
    ~Tree. Meet at bench,~ he replied.  
 
    Sometimes I swear that cat knows what I want before I do. 
 
    I headed for the bench and tripped, falling flat on my face. I heard a sharp crack and one of the bench's back slats exploded into splinters in line with where my heart had been.  
 
    FUCK! 
 
    I reacted without conscious thought. I rolled and scrambled behind a tree just as another bullet ripped into the ground where I'd been sprawled. 
 
    "CARELIAN HIDE!" I screamed as I put my hands over my head, not that I knew what good that would do. The sound of the rifle cracked through the quiet campus and people were yelling. I pulled Lady Luck around me as easily as breathing. Then I waited, not sure what else to do. I didn't have a bulletproof vest, I didn't have back up. That stopped me and I dragged my phone out of my pocket. I didn't bother with 911, though that might have been smart, or smarter. I called Alixant instead. 
 
    "Cori?" he answered warily. The few times I talked to either of them outside the weekly meetings was via text. I almost never called.  
 
    "Someone just took a shot at me." 
 
    A long tense moment of silence, then he responded slowly. "You're telling me someone just fired a gun at you?" I could hear him moving, though it sounded like he was in an office from the vague background noises.  
 
    "No, I'm telling you someone used a rifle to take shots at me. I know the difference in sounds, not that I can tell what type." Samuel had taken Jo and me out to go shooting one weekend before I started college, saying with as much trouble that found me, I needed to at least know how to handle a gun. I wasn't great, but I could shoot one, and knew the difference between a rifle, a pistol, and a revolver. 
 
    "Stay down. Have you called 911?" 
 
    "No," I admitted, annoyed that I wanted him there first. The last run-in with the cops had not left a pleasant flavor in my mouth. 
 
    "As soon as I hang up, do it, and for Merlin's sake, touch nothing," he ground out. "I'll be there in twenty." 
 
    That meant he was farther away. Not good. 
 
    "Should I call Indira?" 
 
    "No…actually yes. She's faculty and has a lot of experience using her abilities. Way more than you do. Call her. I'll push it. But then call 911." The disconnect sounded in my ear. I sat huddled at the base of the tree more terrified than I had ever been in my entire life.  
 
    "Carelian?" My voice warbled as I spoke. "Are you okay?" 
 
    ~Am above. Hiding. Not see villain.~ The growl in his voice oddly made me feel better, knowing at least one of us was angry.  
 
    "Stay safe. I need you to stay safe," I pleaded. I tried to stop the shaking in my hands as I hit the contact for Indira's number. 
 
    "Indira Humbert," her elegant lilting voice purred in my ear. 
 
    "It's Cori. Someone is shooting a rifle at me." I tried not to sound like a scared ten-year-old, but all I could see in my mind's eye was Stevie laying there dead. But now it flipped between him, or Carelian, or worse, me, and Jo holding me. I squeezed my eyes shut tight and tried to curl into a smaller ball, though I hadn't heard another gun shot past the first two, or was it three? 
 
    "Where are you?" Her voice sounded strong and sure, and I fought the desire to be brave like her. I didn't want to know what her life had been like to be so strong. 
 
    "In the quad between"—I told her the two buildings I was between. "In the little park. I already called Alixant." 
 
    "I'll be there in three minutes. Call the police now!" She snapped out the order, then disconnected.  
 
    All I ever did was call the police it seemed like. Someday maybe I'd quit needing to call them. That would be nice. I held the emergency button. The familiar "911, what's your emergency," did nothing to calm my racing heart or the panic. 
 
    "Cori Munroe, at the GA MageTech campus between"— I rattled off my location and closest cross street before the operator could ask any questions. "Multiple shots fired, at me I think, and I don't know where the shooter is." 
 
    "Are you injured? Is anyone else?" 
 
    "I'm not. I don't think there was anyone else." I craned my head around but saw nothing besides a few other students huddled by stairs or trees. "I can't see anyone obviously injured." 
 
    "Police have been dispatched. Do you see the shooter?" The calm voice on the other end helped my nerves, and I looked at the destroyed bench and the disturbed dirt where I'd been. I mentally backtracked where it would have come from and zeroed in on the roof of a building I didn't know, though from the air conditioning units in the windows I figured it had to be one of the dorms. 
 
    "No. But given the shots, I think he was on the roof or one of the top floors of the building behind me." 
 
    "That information has been passed along. You should be hearing sirens any moment," she replied and I heard the rapid clicking of keys in the background. 
 
    I should have done a rotation as a 911 operator. I bet I would have been good at it. 
 
    Biting my lip, my hand wrapped around the phone, I strained my ears trying to hear sirens. Looking around cautiously something else caught my attention. 
 
    "Holy Merlin's Ghost," I whispered, my voice cracking in shock. 
 
    "What's wrong?" the operator demanded, but I couldn't find the words to respond as I stared at Indira walking towards me. 
 
    In the movies archmages and merlins always did fancy stuff with flames and wind, and the special effects made it look cool. Even with the showdown I'd witnessed at the fairground when the Bad Ass Mages biker gang got out of control, it had been flashes of fire, lightning, and wind. Impressive but not jaw dropping. 
 
    This was jaw dropping. 
 
    Indira stalked across the park in my general direction, though I don't think she'd seen me yet. She'd always looked elegant and what people assured me was sexy in silks, bright colors, and heels. Today she looked dangerous and every bit what you thought of when you thought "merlin". She seemed to move as if time stood still around her—in the time it took me to blink she had moved a good five hundred yards. Fire swirled around her and I swore I saw sparking in the corona that was her hair. Her long black hair waved around her as if it lived or was live wires that harnessed her power. She held her hands out beside her and they glittered as if made of steel. 
 
    I'd never seen anything like this.  
 
    Her eyes scanned and I knew the second she saw me. Before I could lift my hand to wave at her she was kneeling in front of me. 
 
    "How?" I stuttered out, looking at her. 
 
    She ignored me. "Where is he?"  
 
    I swallowed. Her voice held something hard and direct I'd never heard before, something that scared me down to my toenails. "Up on dorms, or top. Bullets hit there," I managed, my arm shaking as I pointed to the bench, then the ground. 
 
    "Stay here," she ordered, then she was across at the entrance of the building. 
 
    "Wha? How?" I stuttered, craning my neck to see her. 
 
    That isn't possible. No one can move that fast. 
 
    ~Time, she is pale there, but a strong mage.~ Carelian dropped into my lap and I almost screamed, jerking back hard enough to slam my head into the trunk of the tree. 
 
    "Warn me!" I screeched, but I pulled him close and buried my nose in his fur.  
 
    ~You safe. Villain eliminated,~ he purred, snuggling in next to me. 
 
    Someone tried to kill me. They wanted to put a bullet in my head. 
 
    For the first time in a very long time I wanted to roll over and throw up, something I hadn't done since discovering my third body. I sat there trembling until I saw two police officers running in, guns drawn, but I noted both of them had tattoos on their temples. It made sense, but still I didn't know how to react. 
 
    "You the caller?" one of them barked out and I just nodded. "You hurt?" I shook my head. "Where's the suspect?" He barely looked at me, instead turning and surveying the area even as his partner did it at a different rate. 
 
    "Merlin Indira  Humbert went to where I thought they were. She is not the shooter, she came to-" I broke off. Came to what? Rescue me? Save me? Protect? Or just get me into her debt. A whole slew of suspicion and worry cascaded through me and the urge to cry spiked even higher. 
 
    Before I could figure out what else to say, they had snapped up their guns and were pointing behind me. "Halt. Identify yourself." Their barked-out orders made me cringe but I turned to see Indira walking out, all the magic and power gone, as if she'd not just looked like a goddess made carnate a few minutes earlier. 
 
    "Indira Humbert, merlin. I'm a teacher here. There is a dead body up there, one I didn't kill. I saw claws and puncture wounds, but I did not enter any further, and I did not disturb your crime scene." With those words everything dissolved into chaos and I just sat there holding Carelian.  
 
    A body? Someone killed the person who'd been shooting at me? That just created more questions, but at this point I couldn't even figure out anything past why. 
 
    Cops and other people peppered me with questions, and I answered when I could, but otherwise I didn't move and didn't say anything. I focused only on Carelian and my breathing. 
 
    "How're you holding up?"  
 
    I jerked sideways and jarred my shoulder against the tree. Reflexively I checked for spells on me, but neither Luck nor Murphy were there. I reached up to rub my shoulder. "When did you get here?" There had been a haze of people, and I'd watched in numb confusion as they had marked off the area as a crime scene and people kept disappearing into the building.  
 
    "About twenty minutes ago. You were in shock but functional so we let you be. They're done for now. Ready for me to walk you home?" Alixant crouched next to me, peering at me. I looked past him and saw Indira seated across the area on another bench, a man in a suit talking to her. 
 
    The time sank in and I jerked up straight, dislodging Carelian, who tumbled off my lap with a hiss of annoyance. "Shit, I'm late for class!" I struggled to get up, but my legs had fallen asleep while I sat there, and I couldn't get past the pins and needles. I sucked in a hiss of pain and began to rub them. Being late wasn't anything I needed. 
 
    "Cori?" His voice was gentle, and I looked up at him, confused by that. 
 
    "There was a shooting. Someone or something unknown killed the shooter. They canceled all classes for the rest of the day. I'm going to walk you home, then we'll talk tomorrow. Jo and Sable have been pinging you."  
 
    I looked down at my phone, lying beside me where I'd dropped it when Indira showed up. The screen was full of missed messages and calls. "Oh. Yeah, home sounds good." 
 
    I let him pull me up, latched the leash on Carelian, and started to walk, Alixant by my side. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The number of people testing for magic is rising, and the overall stats associated seem to be rising as well. Ten years ago, approximately 35% of the population was assumed to be mages. However, we estimate that at least 75% of all humans are probably hedgemages. Unless testing becomes mandatory this is only speculation. ~ OMO internal memo 
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    I crashed after reassuring Jo and Sable I was fine, but I felt like I'd just worked three doubles back to back. I woke up when my alarm went off, saw the notice that classes were canceled again today, and went back to sleep. I didn't really wake up until about ten in the morning. When I did, everything surged to the forefront of my mind and I jolted upright the memory of Indira striding towards me looking like something out of an action movie, then the comment about a dead body. 
 
    I scrambled out of bed and hit the kitchen at almost a run. 
 
    "I was wondering when you'd come out of that. But Steven said to let you sleep. That shock would do that, and he suspected you used a lot more personal energy than you realized," Jo remarked calmly from her position on the futon, computer on her lap, while Sable sat at the computer desk. She'd turned to look at me, a half smile on her face. 
 
    "You feeling better?" Her voice was gentle and I saw genuine worry in her eyes.  
 
    "Yeah, I mean I wasn't hurt," I mumbled, feeling stupid about the way I'd reacted. 
 
    "Someone tried to kill you and instead he was killed. I think you earned a little shock. Coffee is ready to go if you hit brew." Jo's voice held a sharpness that cut through my fog, and I turned to head for the coffee. 
 
    "Thanks," I said as I hit the brew button. 
 
    "You might want to get clothes on. I mean, don't think either Sable or I mind the view of your panty-clad butt and your naked legs and short shirt." She leered at me as she said that and I rolled my eyes. I had more on than either of them normally wore. "But I don't know if you want Steven and Indira to see you dressed in that? They should be here in about fifteen minutes." 
 
    I froze, looking at her, feeling the blood draining from my face. I turned and fled for my room to the laughter of that ungrateful wench. The slap and hiss, "Jo, you're being mean," from Sable made me feel better. 
 
    Ten minutes later, after the fastest shower on record, I came back out with my hair still dripping. I had dressed in jeans and tee, just wanting comfy clothes on, and grabbed the finished coffee. I added cream and sugar, just a bit, and took a long drink, feeling it hit my mouth with the promise of brain activity.  
 
    "So, what do you know?" I asked after I'd gotten at least half of my normal amount of coffee in my system and settled down into the other chair, an overstuffed club chair in dark brown faux leather. We still didn't know if it was coffee colored or espresso. "And where's Carelian?" 
 
    ~Sleeping, shush, noisy queans,~ came a drowsy voice. I looked around but didn't see him. 
 
    Sable and Jo snickered, telling me they had heard.  
 
    "Well, if he doesn't appear he'll miss hearing what Steven and Indira have to say," Jo commented as she closed her computer. "But I think he's under your bed. He acted as zombified as you did. You sure you're okay?" 
 
    "No. I mean I'm used to trauma, even bad situations, people attacking others with magic. But I've never had anyone try to kill me before." My voice broke and I snuggled down deeper into my chair. Before I could do more than take another sip of coffee Carelian was in my chair, shoving me over a bit, and then he went right back to sleep, a rumbling snore-purr as an underscore to the atmosphere. 
 
    Sable opened her mouth, but a quick rat-tat-tat on the door made her shake her head and get up. "I'll get it." 
 
    "I hope they brought food," I mumbled, knowing it was Alixant and Indira. 
 
    Sable checked, then opened the door. The small hesitation created a lump in my throat. We'd never had to worry about it before.  
 
    Alixant and Indira walked in as soon as the door opened. He wore his normal government causal—slacks, light blue shirt, with a sports coat. Indira caught me by surprise. She wore jeans that hugged her ass and a tight yellow sweater that hugged everything just as much. 
 
    I glanced at Jo and saw she was trying not to stare.  
 
    "See something you like?" I said in a sotto voice. 
 
    She flushed red and glared at me, and I just smirked. Indira laughed and put a box on the table. "I bring food to soothe the savage breast." Alixant cast her a look I'd only heard of in books—besotted. He looked besotted.  
 
    Huh. And I thought Jo's doe eyes at Sable were bad.  
 
    Indira, either unaware of his look or basking in it, opened the box to reveal breakfast sandwiches and chocolate croissants. 
 
    "Okay, now you have my interest," I said, carefully prying myself up and grabbing a ham and egg sandwich as well as a pastry. 
 
    "Ah, see, I was trying to bribe you with sex and I should have been offering chocolate. Shame on me," Indira said lightly, no hint of the powerhouse that I'd seen yesterday, just a pretty older woman. 
 
    "Chocolate, coffee, a foot massage, or meat all work as things to tempt Cori with. You just tried the wrong approach," Jo said, grinning at me as I rolled my eyes.  
 
    "Look, when you're on your feet all day, a foot massage is never turned down," I protested, managing to take a bite of my sandwich instead of the croissant.  
 
    "Try wearing heels all day," Indira commented, settling herself into one of the chairs around the table. 
 
    "Do I look like an idiot?" My mouth spoke before my brain caught up and I flushed shoving another bite into my mouth. 
 
    Why do I always say crap? 
 
    Jo and Sable were both chuckling, and Indira's mouth twitched. "Let us agree that you have distinct skill sets and I doubt you will ever be called upon to perform seduction techniques." 
 
    Alixant cleared his throat. "Regardless, I figure you want to know what is going on and what happens next?"  
 
    I just nodded; my mouth too full to safely answer.  
 
    "The police do want to talk to you this afternoon, but mostly just to verify your reactions and check the call log on your phone. Again, you are not in trouble for anything, but they want to check the timing as there were a few other calls besides just yours." 
 
    I shrugged and took another bite. Keeping my mouth full seemed safer at this moment.  
 
    "Indira found the man that is believed to have been the one shooting at you dead on the rooftop. Per what the police have released to us, and this is not to be discussed anywhere." He gave a sharp look towards Jo and Sable who both just nodded. "The shooter was killed when his spine was severed at the back of his neck where he lay in the prone position with a rifle on a tripod aimed at the park area. There were two holes from what looked like claws or talons in the middle of his back. Also not for release is the presence of some feathers and fur. At this time, they do not know what or who killed him." 
 
    "Who is, I mean, was he?" Jo asked and I noted she'd pulled Sable onto the couch next to her. 
 
    "A low-level thug named Tommy Rackis. So far, that's all we know. Mid-twenties with a police record that goes back to his early teens." 
 
    "But why was he shooting at me?" It blurted out and I sighed, picking up the croissant and taking a bite. The rich chocolate distracted me, but I still saw the glances that Indira and Alixant gave each other. 
 
    "Right now, we don't know. But because of that we want you to quit working on the weekends and we are arranging for you to have an armed guard at all times, if not an armed mage," Alixant said in his typical this is how it shall be voice.  
 
    "Uh, no," I sputtered, spraying crumbs everywhere, looking at the two of them. I forced myself to chew and swallow as fast as I could, using coffee to rinse out my mouth. "No. No guard and I'm not quitting working. Right now, working weekends is the only thing keeping me afloat." Well, I had enough saved, but probably only for a year if I went back to ramen, and dang it, I liked eating good food. 
 
    "Cori, this isn't a suggestion," Alixant started and I cut him right off as I sat up straighter, garnering a disgruntled noise from Carelian.  
 
    "Am I under arrest?" I snapped back, anger and an odd fear burning past everything else. 
 
    "No, of course not, just," Indira started, but I cut her off just as fast. 
 
    "Then I am working, and I am not having guards." I injected my words with absolute certainty even as panic rippled inside. To be controlled and watched like that, I hadn't realized how precious my freedom was until they threatened to take it. Then add in the idea of a hulk being around me all the time—I had to fight to remain calm. To be honest, the knee jerk reaction surprised me, but they didn't need to know that. 
 
    "Cori?" Jo asked softly. 
 
    "Look, how do we know he was after me? Was my name in his pocket?" I asked sarcastically. "He might have just been someone looking to kill people and me with my luck was in his sights." 
 
    "No, he didn't have your name, he had your picture." Alixant pulled something out of his pocket and slid it over to me. It was obviously photocopied, being on plain printer paper, but it was me. The sandwich and chocolate roiled together into a mess and threatened to come up.  
 
    I inhaled sharply through my nose and stared at it. "This is me in a black dress. This has to be from where? The security cameras at the stadium?" I didn't know if that made it worse or better.  
 
    "Yeah, one of the stills the press got a hold of, which I guess makes it a little better. You kept a low profile after that, so it is one of the few they widely circulated." 
 
    "So again, why me? What do they want?" 
 
    They exchanged another look between the two of them and I wanted to scream, but I bit my tongue. 
 
    "There is reason to believe that there may be a link between that attempt on your life and Japan," Indira said as if each word was being dragged out of her. 
 
    I choked. "No, no, no. This is ridiculous. You're trying to tell me the country of Japan has put out a hit on me?" 
 
    "We didn't say that," Alixant replied. "Just there seems to be a link. I very much doubt anyone in the upper reaches of government would sanction that. But I suspect that there may be other parties that would very much like to see what James owned end up in Japanese hands." 
 
    I just stared at them. This entire situation was insane. 
 
    "No. No protection, and I'm still working." I didn't even bother to try and finish the croissant, scared if I reached for it they would see my hands shaking. 
 
    "Cori, don't be ridiculous," Alixant started, but Indira laid her hand on his arm and he broke off. 
 
    She looked directly at me and smiled a teeny smile. "This seems overwhelming and scary and I get that you don't want to lose your freedom. At this point, we can't force you to accept protection, but you need to be careful. We'd also like to offer you the option to make the mentorship formal. It provides a smidge more protection." 
 
    That made me pause and I looked at her, trying to sort through everything. Jo and Sable were both pale, and that made my throat squeeze even tighter. 
 
    ~Cori will be safe. Protected. My quean.~ Carelian's rumble didn't help. What could a twenty-five-pound cat do? Even if he'd end up in the fifties before he quit growing, he still was a small animal. Animals couldn't keep me safe. 
 
    "Them trying to scare me off didn't work. I'll be extra careful. But I'm not quitting, I won't let them make me quit. Because at that point they will have won. I need to think about the mentorship. If you get me a contract, I'll consider it." Even admitting that much chafed at me. You were supposed to be independent as an adult. When would I be free from other people needing things? 
 
    "Good. Be careful, Cori. Neither of us want to see you hurt. I'll work on something you might like for the contract and send it to you." Indira's voice was soothing, but I got the impression she understood my reluctance to agree to all of this. 
 
    Jo and Sable asked a few questions, but after that, there wasn't much more to say.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Work for Itel today! Looking to hire mages of wizard rank or higher for Data Analyst positions. Must be at least pale in Pattern. Starting pay in the low six figures. Non-mages require a masters in computer science to apply. ~ Job listing on job board. 
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    Classes started back on Thursday as there didn't seem to be an existing threat, but my life changed. I mapped out five different routes to my classes and I randomly chose which one to take each morning. The big thing today was meeting with the police, and Alixant promised to be there. Indira had said she'd see me at our weekly meeting, but it might be wiser to hold it at the apartment. She promised to bring enough food for everyone. 
 
    Much to Carelian's annoyance I left him home as I headed to the police station at seven in the morning. I let the professor know I'd miss the lecture today, but of all my classes the History of Magic class was the easiest to keep up with by just reading and I'd almost finished my semester research paper. I took the bus, figuring it'd be hard to try anything on public transportation. With Lady Luck wrapped around me, and a hat covering my tattoos, no one even looked at me as I headed down to what had become my least favorite place in the city. Honestly, I preferred the morgue. 
 
    Once there it didn't take long before I was in a conference room waiting for people, and wishing I'd brought more coffee. I'd smelled their coffee as I walked through, and I wouldn't touch it no matter how desperate I became.  
 
    The door opened and Alixant walked in with the man I recognized from my other encounters, Captain Jessup. More importantly, Alixant held an extra cup of coffee. 
 
    "For me?" 
 
    He grinned as he slid it over to me. "I figured I'd better try to get on your good side from the beginning." 
 
    "Smart man." I took a sip and sighed with joy. Raspberry mocha. Yum. 
 
    "Miss Munroe, I'm sorry to be meeting you again under these circumstances. Agent Alixant here tells me you have declined protection? You do realize you are entitled to it as a draftee if foreign powers are actively trying to prevent you from serving." 
 
    That made me blink. "No, I was unaware of that. Why?" 
 
    "Look up the treaty of Draft Interference. All OMO participants must sign it. It should prove interesting reading, it's something you don't normally get to until your senior year. But as it is, I have your statements and the police reports. What I wanted to know is if you've sensed or had anything else weird happen to you in the last few months. Or since you started school." 
 
    I shook my head then froze, thinking. "Maybe?" 
 
    "What do you mean, maybe?" Alixant demanded, his body snapping into rigid attention focused on me. 
 
    "Look," I muttered, feeling attacked. "It's probably nothing. But I've felt like someone's been watching me for ages. I never see anyone. It's worse when I'm outside, but even in some of the classrooms it feels that way. Then last week when I was on the way to meet you and Indira?" 
 
    Alixant nodded, and I fiddled with the coffee cup for something to do.  
 
    "I was crossing the street on the walk sign and some car almost hit me and Carelian. A guy grabbed me and pulled me back before the car struck. The car never even slowed down, which I found odd, but not a huge deal. And then…" I swallowed, everything snapping into a focus that I didn't like. "The other day, scaffolding collapsed and dropped a load of bricks right where I'd been standing. If I hadn't reacted as fast as I had, it would have hit me." My voice dropped to a whisper. "Killed me." 
 
    "And you didn't think to mention this?" Alixant ground out, staring daggers at me. 
 
    "No, I didn't. Why would I? Things like that have always happened to me and there wasn't anything specific." I shrugged. "Not like people don't almost get run down by drivers in general. So there wasn't anything to tell you." 
 
    He growled low under his breath and the captain shot him a sideways glance, but Alixant just shook his head and sat back. 
 
    "This feeling of having someone watch you has changed?" the captain asked, making notes on a piece of paper. 
 
    I shrugged, not sure how to answer that. "It isn't something I'm aware of all the time, but I do notice it, then I'll get busy on other things and won't. I'm not sure how to answer that." 
 
    "I see. Well, Miss Munroe, please remember you are entitled if you want it. It would be best for you to remain out of sight or as inconspicuous as possible until we have some more time to run this down." 
 
    "I've set up routes to and from the places I need to go, but those don't really change. Even if I go in other doors, I'm still going to the same place. And I have a large red cat that goes almost everywhere with me. It's a bit hard to be inconspicuous." 
 
    Alixant snorted. "She has a point. Carelian does many things but blending into the scenery isn't one of them." 
 
    "I see. All I can do is advise you to take caution, Miss Munroe. As you are refusing protection, it limits my options. If you feel or see anything, let Agent Alixant know." Captain Jessup nodded at me and rose, the meeting clearly over. 
 
    Alixant walked me out of the station and he stopped outside. "I'll give you a ride back. And I've got the contract for you from Indira." 
 
    "Does it cover both of you?" I asked as I walked with him. I'd thought about refusing the ride, but it made everything easier, so I headed to his car. 
 
    "Yes. And I have a pamphlet for you to read." 
 
    I gave him a quizzical glance as he opened the door for me, but I didn't say anything as I got in and buckled up. I waited until he got back in before focusing on him, expectation clear in my gaze. He reached in back and handed me what really did look like a home printed pamphlet, made up of copy paper folded in half and stapled. Then he pulled a manila envelope off the dash and handed it to me also. 
 
    "The contract is in there, read it and see what you like or don't like. We are willing to negotiate some aspects. To be honest, it's a very generous contract. Just for your information, Indira included the contract she signed when she was a freshman. Granted, it was much more common to have mentors then than it is now. But things are more equal now, especially for women." He lifted one shoulder. "She didn't feel like she had a choice then. I had a mentor too, but mine was more of an advisor than anything and our contract reflected that. You'll need to decide, but read up on the legal advantages mentors give you." 
 
    "I will," I said, but I was more interested in the pamphlet. The title, in Times New Roman, struck me as odd. Techniques to use as a Mage. "What is this?" 
 
    He started the car and pulled out of the parking lot before he answered my question. "The military realized a long time ago that mages were important and deadly. And that pamphlet, by the way, isn't supposed to exist, but it does." He had a crooked smile on his face. "The military likes to make instructions for everything. That book talks about how to use any level of magic abilities from hedge to merlin to kill people. I'm sure you're intelligent enough to figure out how to not kill people with that and just make it so they stop trying to hurt you." 
 
    I regarded the booklet with a mix of horror and fascination. I could tell what I'd spend today doing. Well, after classes.  
 
    "Thanks. Can you drop me off at the lab building? I've got lab in about thirty minutes."  
 
    "Sure. We'll see you tomorrow? Your place, and you can ask all the questions you want." 
 
    I still didn't enjoy having them come over, but I figured going out yet again might push my luck. And this way I had Jo and Sable to help buffer the interaction. 
 
    "I guess, but be aware the others in the house are expecting a suitable offering of food for this imposition." I tried to keep my voice light and teasing, but my frustration and resentment must have slipped out in my voice.  
 
    "Cori, I hate to say this, but this is part of the price of being a mage. You rarely get to have your own life. And I have an idea of how hard you've tried, but until you are in your late fifties and think you have enough to retire on, you might never be your own person. People will always have control over part of your life. Some controls are good, others aren't." 
 
    "How are any controls good?" I demanded fighting the desire to throw a tantrum. Magic sucked. 
 
    "Jo. She has strings and controls on you. I suspect Sable is getting there too. Carelian. All of these are positive effects on your life. If you try, the draft will be a positive effect too. It can help you get into the career you want and many people, like me, stay in that career all their lives building friends and relationships. For many of us the draft guaranteed us a job we'd like." 
 
    "Paul Goins hated his," I pointed out, remembering how many people died because of one insane mages' selfishness. 
 
    "Yes, but what we didn't cover was he had turned down or torpedoed at least three other jobs, all of which would have been much better fits for him. The flame jumper job they ordered him to take or be considered obstructionary to the draft and sent to the military. A lot of things might have been different if he had been less of a pain." Alixant had a touch of bitter in his voice and guilt slammed into me.  
 
    I'm being whiney and a bitch and I need to stop it. 
 
    "Okay. I'll try to suck it up, deal, and look on the positive side of all of this. I'll be careful and if I see anything that I think is odd, I'll let you know." 
 
    "I really wish you'd accept a guard. It would make all of us feel better." 
 
    "No." My response was instant. "I'm not doing that. Most of the students right now regard me as a freak. I start walking around with a guard and I'll be a stuck-up freak. I need these students. You just told me about how you can make friends. I have at least three years to get ready for my med degree and start my internship. I need to be able to work with these people." 
 
    "True. Indira is bringing BBQ and all the fixings. There should be plenty of leftovers. And they have a familiar carnivore side that she's bringing for Carelian." 
 
    "That should make everyone happy." We were pulling up to the biology lab building. "Thanks for the ride," I said. I slid out, taking a long few seconds to scope out the area. 
 
    "Cori?" Something in his voice worried me as I turned. I arched an eyebrow, looking at him. "Don't count on that med degree, okay? I think you may need to be open to a few other things." 
 
    "Wait, what?" I stammered out, glaring at him. "It's STEM, that's what you told me it had to be." 
 
    "It is, just be aware there is pressure for you to go another direction and this isn't pressure you will be able to ignore as easily as that from the societies. Just think about it. We'll see you tomorrow." 
 
    With that bombshell he pulled away, leaving me staring after him, throttling the desire to scream once again.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    While not commented on often, mage deaths world-wide are higher than any other similar group. While there is a significant increase for young males between the ages of 25-35, after that the distribution remains relatively even. Roughly 31% of all mages never make it to age sixty, but there is no consensus as to why. Causes of death are varied and no conclusions have been formed from the evidence. ~ OMO Report 
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    I mulled over his statement all day, trying to figure out what else I wanted. But I didn't know. How do you decide your entire future knowing if you don't do what some nameless organization wants, they'll force you to do something else? While I respected the people who served in the military, it didn't hold any interest for me. I enjoyed my privacy way too much to want to share with dozens of other women.  
 
    Carelian pounced on me as I walked through the door, leaping into my arms, forcing me to catch him. 
 
    ~No more leaving me. I come with.~ His tone had an absolute imperative, and I petted him. 
 
    "I'm sorry. Today it would have been too hard to bring you. Plus labs. You hate the lab courses." 
 
    ~Bring catnip, I'll sniff instead.~ I blinked at that, then shrugged. While earth cats got the equivalent of high off of it, Carelian had an allergic reaction that had his nose stuffed up and unable to smell anything. It drove him crazy. I had to fight not to sob at his selflessness. ~Then I get live mouse.~ 
 
    That cured my desire to cry, and I started laughing. He rarely hunted wild animals, but as far as he was concerned pet stores were supermarkets just for him. 
 
    "One a week. And you have to eat it there. I'm not carrying it home then letting you eat it." 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. ~Let loose in the park, then I eat.~ 
 
     I narrowed my eyes back. The nearest park was three blocks from the pet store. "You carry it in the bag." 
 
    ~Acceptable.~ 
 
    I laughed and hugged him. The apartment was still empty as Jo and Sable both had late classes on Thursdays. That worked for me. I pulled out something Jo had prepared ahead of time and threw it in our electronic pressure cooker. It'd finish cooking before they got home. That gave me time to sit down and pull out both the contract and the pamphlet. I chose the pamphlet first and flipped it open. The more I read, the more stunned and horrified I became. The way they told you to use magic was obvious—if you were a psychopath and wanted to kill people. 
 
    They broke it down into twelve sections, one for each branch of magic, and it listed ways even people with hedgemage level of magic could kill or disable opponents. The first few chapters focused on the elements as those were still the most common of all the classes.  
 
    Water and the evaporate spell have excellent applications. It can range from creating a killer hangover to having them drop dead. Most people don't realize how sensitive our organs are to moisture levels. Having the water in the brain evaporate (or actually move into the bloodstream) will kill anyone almost instantly.  
 
    I fought to swallow past bile and randomly flipped to another chapter.  
 
    If you do not need your opponent alive, Entropy can break all the water molecules into hydrogen and O2 which will kill anyone. If your available offering or skill level isn't enough to do that through the body, focus on doing it only in the eyes. This will cause excruciating pain and they will be permanently blind. 
 
    The cold obvious logic made me realize how much I'd been viewing magic itself with rose-colored glasses. They never talked about this stuff in the books or even classes, but if you could pull the moisture out of an orange you could pull it out of a human.  
 
    The area for Soul grabbed me, and I read it. Most branches had pages and pages of ways to use the known spells. Soul only had a single page.  
 
    Other than the possibility of projecting devastating emotions into your opponent, Soul has little to recommend it as an offense branch. However, its use in counter espionage, investigation, and human intelligence can not be overlooked.  
 
    Great, so my strengths are all about how to find out things from people. I don't really want to become a spy. 
 
    I closed the booklet and buried it deep in my backpack. This was something I really didn't feel like explaining to Jo. And if Stinky got a hold of it? Her brother would see way too many possibilities in it. I frowned, thinking. It was so obvious. Why hadn't other people figured this out? The answer sat in front of me; they had. This book provided proof. But it wasn't anything that the general population knew about, and I'd never seen it in any of the books or stories I'd read. 
 
    It took a second, but I pulled out my phone, ignoring the five percent battery warning. I'd plug it in after this. I sent Alixant a text message. *Is there censorship about magical abilities?* The answer had to be no; I mean, freedom of speech was one of the things that America prided itself on. 
 
    *Yes* 
 
    The one-word answer glowed on my screen and I sank back into the chair, staring blankly at the walls. Unable to process that and wondering just how blind I and everyone else was to the realities of magic, I pulled out the contract. It was two sheets of typed paper with room on the second sheet for signatures. I stopped, moved over to my computer, and searched for standard mentorship contracts and mentorship, just curious to see what it would tell me. Most of them were full of the duties of the apprentice or mentoree, and only rarely mentioned the duties of the mentor other than to support and guide. Though older ones often included monetary compensation, but after the 1950s that clause seemed to have disappeared. The OMO mentioned that mentors were falling out of fashion and the draft had built-in training and career support, just like any job. 
 
    I pulled out the copy of Indira's agreement and read it, my blood going cold. On the surface it seemed benign but as I read, I saw he had locked her in, forcing her to do whatever he wanted, all in smooth legalese. I read what Indira and Alixant offered again and compared the two. Their contract, in comparison, was legitimate and more than fair. It made me feel better and worse.  
 
    So why tie myself to someone? I'm avoiding the societies for this reason, not sure that I'd gain anything by signing a contract with anyone. 
 
    I still needed to research exactly what Emrys could give me, but the dude they'd sent to sway me had done the exact opposite. He'd pushed me even farther away from joining. Maybe after I had my masters or something when there was less chance they'd be able to trap me into owing them, I might try. I still needed to figure out my long-term plans since Alixant had implied they might block what I wanted. 
 
    My anger at that had faded a bit, but not the frustration level. I'd wait until they provided their suggestions. Right now, I shifted my attention to the papers laying on the manila envelope.  
 
      
 
    We, Indira Amira Humbert and Steven Weyland Alixant, agree to take Cori Munroe as our mentee during her pursuit of her education for a period not to exceed five years or earning a doctorate, whichever comes first. It is understood this relationship will be superseded by the start of draft service.  
 
    We will provide support both financially and for her education. We will act as liaisons between the school, government, or any other organization as might be required. We will provide advice and lawyers if needed for legal action. We will act as wardens of moral behavior to the societies, the government, and the Office of Magical Oversight.  
 
    In exchange, Cori will pursue her degree to the best of her abilities, will seek the advice of her mentors, and upon completing her draft service will provide two years of research assistance to Indira and Steven combined.  
 
    If she wants for any necessity, we agree to provide it at our own costs and will ensure she is protected and educated to the best of our ability. 
 
      
 
    There were lines for signatures and dates, but nothing else.  
 
    I just sat there and looked at the simplistic contract. I'd be an idiot to pass it up. They were both big names and had clout not only in their fields, but they knew people and would be good resources as I got closer to my draft assignment. People like Daniela would have given anything to be offered something as low risk as what I held. Heck, it even said they'd pay my bills if I needed it.  
 
    Carelian jumped into my lap—he'd been busy grooming—startling me, and I pulled him close, petting his fur in the way he preferred.  
 
    ~My quean is protected.~ 
 
    "And what does that mean?" I asked looking at him. Being a cat, he didn't answer, just demanded more pets. "So? Do you think I need a bodyguard?" 
 
     He glanced up at me and huffed, then rolled over so I could rub his sternum.  
 
    "I see. That doesn't help me much. Life was much easier when I was a nobody and just had terrible parents," I muttered, trying to not to give in to moping. 
 
    ~Silly quean. Will see.~ 
 
    "Thanks, I think. You know, you're getting too big to do this. You get much bigger and you won't fit on my lap anymore." 
 
    He flicked an ear and tail at me. I laughed and obeyed his demands for better scratches. Then I put the contract away on my desk. I had other homework to do and I could discuss it with them tomorrow. It gave me a night to sleep on it and think it over tomorrow. By then I'd have figured out what to do.  
 
    I finished getting dinner ready, my skills having improved to the point that I could at least do that. While I waited for them to get home, I worked on my homework. With biology to study, a chem test coming up, and two more papers in Magic History and Magic Law respectively, I didn't have time to waste. There were two classes that I hoped I could do as independent study over the summer, but I had to get A's in both magic classes to even have a chance.  
 
    "Oh, I'm so glad you're here. You're ignoring your phone again," Jo gasped out as she burst through the door, followed closely by Sable. 
 
    "Huh?" I reached down and picked it up. It was dead. "Sorry, it was low and I forgot to charge it." At least I thought that was what had happened. I checked for Murphy, but I was clean. I put it on the charger and turned to look at them as they locked the door behind them. "What's up?" 
 
    "Indira was attacked!" Sable burst out, then clamped her hands over her mouth, though they still shook. 
 
    "WHAT?" I looked at them, completely lost. "Indira? Our Indira? What happened?" 
 
    "I don't know very many Indira's," Jo said as she dumped stuff on her desk. "All I know is that someone jumped her after her last class, I think about two? A mage. And she cleaned the ground with him. Some student got about half of it on vid." She held out her phone to me. "Watch." 
 
    I grabbed her phone and hit play on the video. It started about halfway in, but I saw a gout of flame burst up around the man attacking her, focusing on his hair. That made sense. You got rid of the easiest offering and you cut their strength. Then his clothes fell apart around him. He froze for a second, and that was all she needed. That weird effect I'd seen before and one moment she was five feet away, the next she was in his personal space bubble swinging a wicked strike at his throat. The video cut off there and I jerked my head up to look at Jo and Sable. "What happened?" 
 
    Jo shrugged. "Don't know about the vid, but she laid the guy out cold. Cops and OMO showed up. I figured you'd know more." 
 
    I checked my phone—it had charged enough to turn on. There was one message from Alixant.  
 
    *We'll discuss what happened with Indira tomorrow.* 
 
    I showed it to Jo and Sable. "Sorry ladies, your need for more will have to wait until tomorrow." 
 
    "Figures. We have an in, and you know nothing. Useless you are," Jo pouted as she released the pressure on the pot. "But at least you got dinner going so I'm not complaining." 
 
    I didn't mention the contract or the pamphlet, just let us have a normal evening, even as I wondered who would try to attack Indira and why. I had a horrible feeling it was a way to hamstring me.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    The American Indian Nation encompasses 23,000 square miles. It is in five sections. Umatilla in Washington is 4,000 square miles. Black Hills, sectioned between South Dakota and Nebraska, is 5,000 square miles. Iroquois, between New York and Canada, encompasses 2,000 square miles. Hopi is 3,000 square miles and is surrounded by Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. The Five Tribes AIN, located between Texas and Oklahoma, is the largest at 9,000 square miles. ~ History of Magic 
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    Carelian and I went one of the alternative routes to class that morning, and I only had a brief feeling of being watched, but it faded as I turned to check behind me. Carelian flitted in and out of the shadows. We'd had a long talk, or more accurately I'd talked to him, and we'd agreed that while I traveled he'd leave the harness on, but I'd leave off the leash so he had plenty of ability to move without being obviously next to me.  
 
    It had the odd effect of me being hyper-aware of my surroundings, always trying to spot him. Today I'd chosen a particularly winding way to class. This meant lots of pine trees, hedges with pokey leaves, and the hint of spring in the almost visible buds on what deciduous trees there were. I'd never paid much attention to plants, so for me everything was a pine or a deciduous. Anything else didn't register to me.  
 
    Carelian, on the other hand, thought they all smelled great as he investigated and slunk around everything. But he always showed up if we needed to cross a street. I paid hyper attention to everyone and everything every time we crossed a street, leaving me exhausted on the other side. GA MageTech was huge, and we had to cross at least three four-lane streets to get to class. At least with this route. My more direct route cut it down to two. This did have the advantage of passing by at least two different coffee shops that I hadn't tried yet. 
 
    I walked towards my first Friday class. Students fell silent as I approached and I could feel the weight of their eyes on me. I resisted the urge to ask what and instead made myself stand up straighter and walk with a confident pace.  
 
    "What's the matter, freak? Already get your familiar killed? Or did he realize what a loser you are and dump you? I mean people trying to kill you, what do you expect. I wouldn't be around you either." 
 
    I didn't have to turn to know it was Daniela speaking, but I paused and pivoted slightly so I could see her. As I expected, her pretty face twisted up in a sneer.  
 
    "Then why exactly are you risking your life talking to me? You know I don't understand the lot of you. I'm apparently super powerful and people are trying to kill me. Shouldn't you be bending over backwards to make me like you? To make sure I don't accidentally lose control of my magic and hurt you? Huh? Guess it proves that people are sheep and don't know how to think." As I spoke the last words Carelian came bounding up next to me, brushing by some of the students who'd been staring at me.  
 
    Their jumps and shrieks amused me as I turned and continued my way in, letting Carelian walk with me as he wanted.  
 
    Rules be damned. They can all go take a flying leap. 
 
    The thought didn't help much, but it still felt good. 
 
    "You shouldn't push her too much. She has a powerful family." Charles spoke from a shadowed alcove inside the doors. I think there used to be a landline telephone there, now it was just an awkward space out of sight of most people. 
 
    "Right now, I don't care. I will not let them stop me," I almost hissed out that last part, just frustrated and feeling oddly impotent with all of it.  
 
    "Stop you from?" He had a funny look on his face and Arachena poked her head out and waved at me.  
 
    I sighed. "Sorry, long story. Doesn't matter. Thanks," I muttered. 
 
    "For?" he asked, still giving me a funny look.  
 
    "Not being like them." I jerked my head back at the milling students who now seemed too scared to follow me into the building. Whatever. 
 
    "I hope I'm never like them. I won't say having a familiar makes you a better person, but I suspect the one you get amplifies certain personality traits. At least it seems that way. You have a cat. Are you more independent and stubborn?" 
 
    I looked at him, then at Carelian, who stared intently at Arachena. I gave up and shrugged. "Maybe. But to be honest I always was. What about you? What do you think Arachena amplifies in you?" Curiosity had raised its head, and I now wanted answers. Though I resisted the urge to research it, I didn't have time.  
 
    "More calculating, less emotional. But then I never was all that touchy feely. So who knows." He shrugged and turned. "Ready for class?" 
 
    "As much as I'll ever be, I guess." We headed towards class and I hoped today would be interesting enough to keep me from thinking about people trying to kill me, classes, and the rest. The one bright spot—Daniela wasn't in any of our classes as she was a sophomore. Small blessings.  
 
    They were focusing on how the spells in Chaos worked starting with Entropy. Today though, I thought beyond what he said. One of the common aspects of Chaos was Decay for non-organic. All the applications he talked about were laboratory- or research-based. The entire attitude was that for the average mage there wasn't much use in it outside of that setting. But my mind took it and went down the path. Why couldn't you cause scaffolding to rust out and break, a tube on a brake line to crack, a pacemaker to corrode? The more I thought about it, the more nauseous I grew. You could kill people without effort, and without a Pattern or Time mage investigating, they'd never know it was anything besides an accident.  
 
    Carelian purred in my mind, but it was more like he was complimenting what I'd figured out rather than reassuring me. I wanted to ask him a question, but here in public wasn't the right way. I hadn't figured out if he could read my thoughts as he only responded to spoken words, so that aspect was still up in the air. And if asked, he pretended not to hear the question. 
 
    I headed out, not talking to anyone, but all too aware of the gap that appeared around me as I moved. 
 
    Look on the bright side, it makes getting out of classes easier. 
 
    The thought didn't help much. A sudden need for sugar and caffeine gripped me. "Come on, Carelian, I have the need for a fix." 
 
    A nearby snicker made me roll my eyes. Whatever. They could think I was doing drugs on top of it all. Not like my reputation could get any worse at this point. And what did it matter? The draft didn't care about your grades, only your proven skills.  
 
    I started out, headed towards one of the coffee shops I liked. It was a bit of a hike, but I had time and I wanted to use the walk to clear my head. I still hadn't a hundred percent decided about the mentorship. I needed to figure out my feelings for sure by tonight. Coffee and sugar sounded like a splendid way to do that. 
 
    Carelian appeared by my side at the crosswalk of the one main road on this route. Once across, the coffee shop was on the next block. The light changed, I checked both ways, still paranoid, then crossed. Four steps in, my shoe stuck, and I looked down, trying to figure out what I had stepped in. It took me way too long to figure out what I saw. The asphalt had melted and my foot had sunk into it.  
 
    "What in the world?" I muttered and looked around for a mage, but other than some guy giving me a funny look, I didn't see anyone. The flashing walk man changed to a red hand, and I started trying to tug my foot out. An explosive bang followed by a crash of metal jerked my attention ahead of me. I felt my heart skitter beat. Streets in downtown Atlanta were almost always busy, and everyone used the lanes near the sidewalks for loading and unloading large trucks for the businesses in those blocks. Seeing a lineup of semis or box trucks on the lane closest to the sidewalk was normal.  
 
    The trailer that had just disconnected and started rolling directly towards me did not qualify as normal.  
 
    "Shit!" 
 
    Already I could hear people screaming and I tried harder to get my foot loose, but the other one had now sunk into the strangely warm asphalt. I could feel the heat of it even through my boots. 
 
    ~CORI! My quean!~ Carelian's cry ripped through my head leaving physical pain in its wake. I whimpered, tears springing to my eyes as that pain lanced through.  
 
    "Lady, get out of there!"  
 
    More yelling and screaming as the trailer tore through the beginning of the intersection, still on a course that would hit and kill me. There wasn't anything to stop it, and even if I could cut my feet off, I couldn't get out of the way at this point.  
 
    I'm going to die. 
 
    My heart pounded, but I couldn't inhale, I couldn't even scream. Terror beat at me, mine and Carelian's, and I saw him dashing towards me, his fur standing on end, hissing as he raced on the outside of the crossing markings. 
 
    NO! 
 
    I reached for my magic, any of it, all of it, I didn't care what the price was, I didn't care what it did, but I wouldn't let anything happen to Carelian. Magic shoved into my hands and I accepted the cost before I could figure out what it was. It didn't matter. 
 
    The ground shook and rippled. I heard the impact, felt it, even as I smelled gas, sewer, and water hitting the air. Car horns started blasting and people screamed, but none of it registered as anything other than background noise as Carelian jumped into my arms, purring, his claws poking through my sweater and drawing blood.  
 
    I didn't care as I squeezed him tight and stood there shaking. It wasn't until someone tapped my shoulder that I bothered to look up from where I'd buried my face in his fur. 
 
    "Ma'am? Can you move?" The speaker was a cop, of course, but he looked at me with wide eyes and a face that seemed more than a touch gray. I looked beyond him and vertigo hit me as I took in what I'd done. And I knew I'd done it.  
 
    The intersection, boxed on all sides by crosswalks, had been normal boring black asphalt. Now it was a gaping hole with the semi trailer embedded in the side closest to me. Less than two feet away. I pulled earth so deep that underground mains and wires had been severed. The sewer and gas fumes were mixed together creating a noxious and unhealthy taste in the air. 
 
    "Ma'am, can you move?" the man repeated. I looked down at my feet, but they still stuck to the asphalt. 
 
    "I think," I murmured, my voice barely loud enough for me to hear it. I swallowed and tried to speak louder. "I think if I can balance, I can unzip my boots and pull my feet out." 
 
    The cop nodded wordlessly and just offered his elbow. I let Carelian down with a pang of loss, but I fought it down. I held onto the cop's elbow, reached down, and unzipped my boot. After a bit of wiggling, I pulled my foot out of the boot. A minute later I had the other one done. Standing there in my sock-clad feet on the street, I realized the asphalt was barely warm, not almost hot as it had felt through my boots.  
 
    I knew I should care, but I fought not to shake with the adrenaline dumping in my body and the chill settling in as sweat dried on my skin. 
 
    "Ma'am, if you'll come with me. We need to talk to you."  
 
    I focused on the man and realized he was being extremely polite, but I could see everyone staring at me and then back to the hole in the street. 
 
    "Yeah, of course. May I call someone?" 
 
    "We'd like to talk to you first," he said, his voice still very deferential. 
 
    Defeated, I sighed and moved to where they had cleared out the inside of a Subway on the corner. They ushered me to a back booth and settled me in it. 
 
    "The Captain should be here in a minute, ma'am." The officer backed away, but not far, and I saw other cops, who from the bright splashes of color on their temples would be mages. I could see more lights flashing, and more vehicles arriving through the windows. Power, sewer, Department of Transportation. I just watched, a sinking feeling in my stomach.  
 
    I really hope I don't have to pay for this.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Studies indicate most hedgemages rarely share they are mages, and often even their closest friends are unaware. There is disturbing evidence that their mage abilities are rarely used. Add in the predominance of male pattern baldness and even wizards and magicians avoid magic due to the offerings needed. This must be addressed immediately as an entire segment of society is abandoning the gift they were given. ~ House of Emrys newsletter article 
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    "Dammit Cori! We told you to be careful!" Alixant had been yelling at me for ten minutes and I didn't even have the energy to be angry. He chewed me out for reckless use of magic, endangering civilians, and putting myself in needless danger. He was almost foaming at the mouth.  
 
    The door opened and Indira came striding in. The cop stopped her at the door, but whatever she said convinced him to let her enter. Alixant had just shown his badge to get in.  
 
    The captain, who must be getting sick of seeing me at this point, just asked me to stay put for a while until he had some more information.  
 
     "You need protection, this isn't—" 
 
    "Steven. Enough." Indira's soothing voice cut through everything and the man sagged. It creeped me out to watch him almost shrink.  
 
    "She doesn't understand," he rasped out. "She needs to understand." 
 
    "Did you at her age? Did you really understand?" She patted him on the back and turned to look at me. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "I need shoes. I liked those boots." It was a nonsensical statement, I knew it, but I didn't know what else to say.  
 
    Indira looked at my feet, and my bright pink socks, and arched an eyebrow. "So I see. They still haven't managed to get your shoes out of the asphalt. Whoever did that meant for you to not move." 
 
    "They succeeded," I muttered, feeling my face flush. I pushed it away and tried to be strong. "Am I responsible for the damage out there? I mean I know I caused it. But am I liable?" 
 
    They glanced at each other and sighed. "Let's talk about this back at the apartment. I think all three of you need to hear this," Alixant finally said. He spun on one heel, a trick that when I tried to copy usually made me fall over, and headed towards the captain.  
 
    Indira slid onto the bench across from me. "You're not hurt?" 
 
    "Physically? No." I shook my head, though I hadn't quit petting Carelian the entire time I'd been in here. And I'd missed class. That added to my upset and frustration. At this rate I'd fail because of the classes I was missing.  
 
    "Good. I'll let Steven get you out of here. I'll dash over to the CVS and get you at least a pair of slippers to wear home. I'll be back in a few minutes."  
 
    Before I could respond she had slipped back out and Alixant and the captain were headed my way. 
 
    "Miss Munroe, I'm sure you understand we have some questions," Captain Jessup said, his voice as neutral as I'd ever heard. 
 
    "Yes. Please, I'll answer everything I can." 
 
    The captain started questioning me with a detective by his side taking notes. I told them everything, but there wasn't much to tell them in reality.  
 
    Alixant kept quiet until we got to the magic and me ripping open a hole in the ground. "What was it?" 
 
    Pulled out of my rote answers, I looked at him, not following his question. "What was what?" 
 
    "Your offering, what did it cost?" 
 
    "Oh. Umm," I closed my eyes and tried to figure it out. I still wasn't used to accepting costs after all this time because I'd done it unconsciously for so long. I had to pull the ask and my response from my memory. I reached up to touch my hair and while it wasn't a huge difference it was shorter. "About an inch of hair," I said, letting my hand drop.  
 
    Both men froze and looked at me. "That was the entire offering, an inch of hair?" Alixant asked this quietly as his eyes grew distant and I could tell he was thinking about something. "Nothing else? No blood?" 
 
    "Umm, no. Just the hair." 
 
    "Where was Carelian?" 
 
    "In my arms." 
 
    They exchanged glances again. Then the questioning picked back up and I explained that I just pulled, desperate. There wasn't much more asked after that.  
 
    By the time they finished, Indira had come back with some slippers, and I gratefully pulled them on. Exhaustion hit me like a wave and all I wanted to do was sleep. 
 
    "I'll take you home, Cori," Alixant said, standing. 
 
    I knew I should follow up on what happened, but the weight of weariness overcame the desire to ask. "You'll explain things tonight?" 
 
    "Yes," said Indira. "Go home. Nap. I'll be by about six with food and we can talk then." Her voice was soft and I couldn't figure out anything from her voice other than vague worry. 
 
    I followed Alixant out and we walked to his car parked a torturous block away. I climbed into it ready to pass out. I'd been getting more in shape but walking that one block I thought might kill me. Carelian never strayed from my side and we got more than a few looks, but it didn't matter. 
 
    I slumped in the seat, closing my eyes seconds after I managed to buckle in. Carelian wrapped himself around my feet. I could feel his purr through my skin and in my mind. I must have fallen asleep or maybe just been that unaware because I didn't register anything besides his purrs until Alixant shook my shoulder. 
 
    "Come on, Cori. I'll get you into your apartment." 
 
    I nodded and let him carry my bag. The thought of even lifting the book-filled bag up to my shoulder brought tears to my eyes. Fifteen minutes later, with the door locked, I fell onto my bed and the world went away. 
 
    "Cori! What happened?!" Jo shook my shoulder hard, pulling me to consciousness. I pried my eyes open to stare at her and Sable. Memory returned, and I blinked at the surge of adrenaline.  
 
    "Oh, yeah." 
 
    "It's all over the news. You're the only person I know with a large red feline familiar. They got a pic of you on the news camera too." 
 
    I groaned and pulled the cover over my head.  
 
    "No. Up, talk." 
 
    I sighed and sat up, giving them the overview of what happened. By the time I finished we were in the living room and I almost felt like I could handle all this. Carelian was still sleeping. 
 
    "But there are questions I need answers to. They said they'd be here around six." It was ten till. Sure enough, by the time I had finished sending a few emails to teachers, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    Jo sprang up and pulled it open, letting in Indira and Alixant and the scent of barbecued meat. The sweet spicy odor flowed into my nose. Hunger flared in me like ravening fire and I wanted the food now. 
 
    Okay, down girl. Food in a few minutes. 
 
    Indira must have seen something in my face because she didn't bother with small talk, just put the dishes on the table. There was general chatter and clanking as we dished things up. In five minutes, I had a plate loaded with smoked pork, cornbread, green beans, and coleslaw. We let them take the chairs near the table, I curled up in the club chair while Jo and Sable sat on the couch. We all ate, and even Carelian deigned to wake up to come eat before sliding under the club chair and going back to sleep. His snoring was a dead giveaway.  
 
    "Cori, I believe there are a few issues that need to be discussed today, correct?" Indira's voice forced me to resist the urge to shove another cornbread muffin into my mouth. I nodded warily at her. "If I'm correct we need to discuss mentorship, the attacks on your life, and the ramifications of what you did to the intersection." 
 
    The image of torn pipes, crumpled metal and jagged asphalt appeared crystal clear in my mind, and I wished I hadn't eaten so much. 
 
    "Yeah. Can we start with the intersection?" I asked. I saw Jo and Sable glance at each other, and the fierce gladness I felt at having them here surprised me. Jo had always been my rock, but Sable fit as if she'd always been here and was meant to be.  
 
    That thought resonated in me, but Indira spoke, distracting me. "Very well. But I need to step back and talk about societies." I frowned at her but didn't say anything. "There are dues as a member, and they are hefty, but some of that goes to lawyers. That, in part, deals with situations like this." 
 
    "I've never heard of something like this happening before," blurted Jo. She blushed but held her chin up defiantly. 
 
    "Oh, you have," Alixant drawled, and that just sounded weird with his northern accent. "But it's only a story for a day or so. Then the news is encouraged to find something else to report. You'll see that by tomorrow there will have just been an incident downtown, and by Monday no one will remember it. The only reason the stadium stayed active so long is there was no harm in showing the 'awesome' things we did, because most of it was focused on the monsters who took care of the bad mage. No one is ever encouraged to do stories about the damage mages can do, in fact, they're actively discouraged from it. We don't want people getting ideas. Too many do as it is." 
 
    "The censorship!" I jerked up, looking at him, remembering the text I'd sent.  
 
    "Yes. I'll let you in on a dirty little secret. Most of the 'rogue' mages the US or OMO hunt down are not those that refused the draft. They are mages that realized how deadly they were and started using their magic in ways that would be considered unethical at best. The first year of the draft is spent with both the OMO and government beating into you exactly what the consequences are of using your magic in such ways. And how easy it is for them to kill a mage that doesn't toe the line. Note that I said the OMO. This is global. And outside a few tightly locked down countries such as North Korea or some African dictatorships, all governments understand that magic use like that will not be tolerated." His voice had no humor and threat weighed down every word. 
 
    I couldn't stop my swallow and sank further back into my chair. The pale faces of Jo and Sable under their darker skins didn't make me feel any better. 
 
    "Why didn't our parents ever tell us this?" Jo asked, her voice smaller than I'd ever heard it. 
 
    "They did. Remember the stories reminding you to be an obedient girl? Of the disdain of anyone that uses their magic to hurt? How many books and movies have you seen where the mage dies a horrible death because they use their magic to hurt? Granted, the smart ones never get caught. From friends over in ATF I know there are a few major drug manufacturers that are mages. But they stay low and no one knows who they are. They don't do anything regular drug dealers don't do. And we are damn sure there are a few professional assassins that are mages. The moral of the story boils down to don't use magic to hurt. The OMO comes down hard and their hit squads don't follow the orders of any government."  
 
    His harsh words broke what few illusions I had and for a desperate moment I wanted to never have emerged. To be a normal person and never deal with any of this. 
 
    ~But then I would be without my quean.~  
 
    I didn't see him, but his words filled my head, and I swallowed. 
 
    "What Steven isn't pointing out though is for most mages to do what you did Cori would have eaten up most of their offering for months." Indira's voice was calm. "That is why merlins serve a decade compared to the four Jo and Sable will serve. To understand how serious this is, let me give you some numbers. Of all the merlins that go into the draft, only forty-three percent make it out the other end."  
 
    "It's that dangerous?" Sable squeaked, her hand and Jo's tightly clenched together. 
 
    Indira just looked at her and after a moment she paled even further. 
 
    "Oh. That many aren't allowed to leave alive because they are that dangerous?" 
 
    "Or they never prove they can be trusted to use their power wisely." Indira shifted her gaze back to me. "Which brings us to you. You are insanely powerful and your little stunt proved just how powerful you are. One of the benefits of societies is they use your dues to protect you in legal cases, and they help you get good rates on insurance for inadvertent uses of power. It is why I suggested Emrys. They have decent rates and it lets you protect yourself. Nothing is free and societies expect a lot from mages, including smarter use of their abilities." Her voice went dry at that. 
 
    "However," Alixant interrupted, "it is acknowledged, or will be, that you are young, still untrained, and at fear for your life. It will come out of a special account for mages in training to cover. However, the pressure to get you under control is increasing." 
 
    "Oh," I muttered. The meaning was clear. My options were running out. Through no fault of my own. 
 
    "Which means you are most likely only to be tasked during your draft to do a few 'favors' for the city of Atlanta. An easy price to pay." 
 
    "Favors?" I didn't like the sound of that. 
 
    "Yes. Most likely construction. Dig out a trench, or do emergency repairs, things like that. You'll be asked to help regularly until the cost of repairing the damage you did is regarded as recouped. Most cities just put it in their ledger. There is nothing sinister, they will ask for help and if you're available, you show up and help—gratefully." She stressed that last word and I ducked my head, feeling like an idiot.  
 
    "So, at this point I need to ask. Do you want us as your mentors?" There wasn't any pressure in her voice, but I could feel Alixant's intent stare. 
 
    I heaved a sigh. "I was going to say no. Say I'd rather just be friends. But I get the feeling that really isn't an option. I seem to have fewer options than what I thought. So, the answer is yes." I watched some of the stress bleed out of them and wondered what else I didn't know. And if I really wanted to know it. "But—" I stressed the word and watched them stiffen. "I want to change the contract." 
 
    Indira started to look at Alixant, but she stopped herself and shrugged. "To say what?" 
 
    I reached in and pulled out the paper I'd shoved in my bag. I smoothed it out wanting to make sure I remembered it.  
 
    "This, what does two years of research assistance mean?" 
 
    They frowned at me. "Exactly what it says. Most merlins usually have some research project going on, and you'd be excellent at assisting. I have my studies into planar rips and Alixant has forensic projects that he does for the government." 
 
    "Do I get paid? Why not just hire me? What if you want to research something I find objectionable?" 
 
    "Cori, this isn't you being Igor and us being mad scientists." Indira huffed out an exasperated sigh. "Yes, you'll come in as if we hired you off the street and just work with us. For me, it would be as a teaching assistant and your job would be to help me do my job and my research. While Alixant would probably have you come in as a junior agent and perform field work. That part is all very legitimate and often used to get people you really want into your teams and then hope they like it there." 
 
    That made me feel much better. The wording had made me think it was under the table or something. "Can it be reworded to say one year with each of you?" I didn't demand, but it was clear it mattered. 
 
    "Of course. Anything else?" 
 
    "What does 'wardens of moral behavior' mean." 
 
    "We are saying we will put our reputations and if necessary our assets behind you to ensure you don't, for lack of a better word, be an idiot." Alixant smirked at me as he answered, and I wanted to throw something at him.  
 
    "Who wants this in here? I doubt it's you." 
 
    "No. Both the government draft liaison and the OMO suggested that clause. They are anxious about you, Cori." 
 
    "What happens if I don't sign it?" 
 
    He shrugged. "I'd wager daily visits or the presence of an OMO officer or draft board officer in your vicinity. Worse case," Indira cleared her throat but Alixant gave a sharp shake of his head and continued, "you'll be killed as an uncontrollable threat." 
 
    I froze and looked at them, the reality of all of this sinking in. "What you're saying is you're putting yourselves up as scapegoats if I go rogue." 
 
    "In essence, yes."  
 
    We went back and forth for an hour, Jo and Sable watching with wide eyes. But finally, I signed it—I didn't really have a choice. 
 
    "What about Emrys, do I still need to do that? I really don't want to owe them. I had planned on making them beg me to join." I felt silly admitting it. This whole thing felt like I kept thinking I knew everything, only to find out it was just the tip of the iceberg. And the blasted iceberg kept being bigger than I expected. 
 
    "You really need to join one. They offer group insurance policies, networking, legal advice, and yes, sometimes you will owe them favors. But most of the merlins that make it out of the draft alive are very scrupulous about sticking to the straight and narrow. They know the consequences of not." 
 
    "Ugh. I just," I broke off. Whining served no purpose. "Will they try to assign me a mentor?" 
 
    "Eh. Probably not. Especially as you have one, though…" she trailed off and shook her head. "Have they approached you?" 
 
    "Yeah some guy saying he was the head. Tried too hard to impress me. Left a bad taste in my mouth." 
 
    "Hmm, let me make a call. I have a friend who is one of their outreach people. Let me get her to contact you if that's okay?" 
 
    I shrugged. I didn't have anything to lose at this point. 
 
    "We done?" 
 
    This time they did look at each other.  
 
    "Ugh, would you two stop doing that!" I snapped. My patience was at an end and exhaustion was creeping back up on me. All I wanted to do was go back to bed. I was glad I'd decided not to work this weekend. If I had a shift tomorrow, that might have been too much.  
 
    "How much did Carelian help with the offering?" Alixant asked. "I couldn't have done that. I don't have enough unless I was willing to bleed and you didn't have time to remove blood from your veins. I don't know of any merlin that could have pull that off for an inch of hair, no matter how much hair you have." 
 
    "I don't know. I didn't have time to think." 
 
    They sighed and stood. "Ladies, it's been a stressful day. I'll get someone to contact you soon, but be careful. People hired to kill you don't quit because it gets harder, they just become more determined." 
 
    Before I could say much else, they were gone, leaving me feeling like I'd been run over by a train.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Magical inheritances are things of story and mystery. Not that you can inherit magical abilities, but having things left to you by a powerful mage. While most mages make excellent money and have solid careers, merlins can have things from other realms and often seem to have done things not possible according to what we know about magic. Some governments claim estates of merlins at the time of death. The US does not currently, but more than one resolution has narrowly failed to do the same. ~ History of Magic 
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    My paranoia kept me jumping at shadows all week. I think it also affected Carelian. He'd barely leave my side. I spent every minute that I wasn't doing homework looking at the pamphlet Alixant had provided. I had asked him why people kept using "mundane" means to kill me. Why not just stop my heart or cause an aneurysm? Either way I'd be dead.  
 
    His response didn't make me feel better. *Part legal ramifications. If a mage kills you and it was at the order of the Emperor of Japan there would be hell to pay and the OMO would enforce it. Also, the people very good at assassinations aren't going to knock off a budding merlin because of an inheritance. But otherwise, you should already be dead. A few people are surprised you aren't.* 
 
    After that text message the entire class of Magic Basics retreated to a distant blur. As I struggled to focus on anything, I wondered if this was what a panic attack felt like.  
 
    ~Quean,~ rippled into my mind and Carelian licked my wrist. That brought my attention to the two pinpoints of color on the inside of my wrist. I stared at it for a long time, then leaned back in my chair, letting Bernard's lecturing wash over me.  
 
    Is that why I'm not dead? Or is it something else? This makes no sense. But they can all take a flying leap. I'm going to do this, I'm going to own the damn world if I have to, but I'm done being the patsy. 
 
    I stewed on that for the rest of class. Thinking about how to create shields with my magic. If you could wrap luck around you, why not air, or something that would prevent things from hitting you? Like bullets. But how would I fuel it to keep it up all the time? There had to be stuff about personal protection. Which meant research. By the time I left, nodding at Charles who still was the only person even semi friendly, I'd built up a head of steam. First the library and a game plan. I still needed to challenge courses this summer and make sure the classes I needed to take were offered. But now I needed the resources the library offered.  
 
    "Excuse me. Are you Cori Munroe?" 
 
    I stumbled as I came to a stop, the unexpected hail throwing me off of my burn-down-the-world plan. A woman at least decade older than me, but not as old as Marisol, stood to one side. Dressed in nice jeans and a blouse, with long blond hair pulled up in a ponytail, the only thing that stood out was the merlin tattoo on her face. A pattern merlin. 
 
    "You are?" All the incidents lately had severely whittled away my ability to trust.  
 
    Her smile was warm, and it didn't make her pretty, but softened her from being stern to friendly. "Joanna Snowden. Indira asked if I'd come by and talk to you? I heard that Gaylord didn't go over well." 
 
    "You could say that. But why should what you say be any different from what he said?" I moved over to the side, out of people's way. Even so, more than a few students gazed at me as they walked by.  
 
    "In essence, it won't be. Look, I know Indira, I know most of the merlins. There are only forty in Georgia. I'm the liaison for the Southeast. So I manage all the chapters for Georgia, Florida, Alabama, and South Carolina. I don't normally come out and chase after mages. Usually people just apply about their junior year. You seem to be an unusual case though." 
 
    "Yeah. Everything about me lately is unusual." My voice held more than a fair amount of bitter and she glanced at me eyebrows raised. 
 
    "Am I missing something?" 
 
    "Yeah. Not your problem. Why should I join Emrys? Heck, why should I join any of the societies? So far all I've really heard is the unpleasant aspects." 
 
    "Ah. You have a class to go to? Can I buy you a coffee?" 
 
    The reminder of how Carelian had almost been killed the other day because of coffee had me flinching. "How about we talk at the library? It's quiet there and if we get one of the small study rooms, we can talk with something approaching privacy." 
 
    "That works." She didn't say another word as we reached the library and checked in. When we were settled, she spoke again. "I will give you the standard spiel then you can ask any questions. The House of Emrys"—her voice dropped into a tone I recognized from saying the same thing over and over again. I dubbed it the customer service voice—"is a society of and for merlins. We provide a safe space to discuss theories, foster friendships, and create networks of like-minded individuals. We have a pooled plan for health insurance, legal representation, and retirement. We do require dues, but we place no onus on how merlins live their lives." She cleared her throat then continued with her spiel.  
 
    "We have houses in Berlin, London, New York, Seattle, Rio, Paris, and Sydney. If you're traveling, they are always available for a meal, drinks, shower, and a simple room if needed. Our library, one of the best in the world, is located in London and access is available upon request. Access to our resorts around the world is provided at a discounted rate. Help with loans, business set up, and other situations can be found among our members via the monthly newsletter." When she finished, she smiled at me, again something warm and welcoming. "Any questions?" 
 
    "That sounds too good to be true. What about people expecting favors if they help you?" I challenged her, expecting something. 
 
    "Last time I checked, that is the way of the world. Very few people do things just to do them. If you help someone move, you expect them to help you. I've never seen the society be much different." She shrugged, a half-bewildered look on her face. "Bottom line, don't need a favor to get yourself out of a situation that can be used against you. You work to build friendships, not acquaintances." 
 
    I blinked and then slumped. Indira's story was the exception, not the rule, and as long as I didn't do things that encouraged people to break the law then there wasn't any reason to not join. And the library and club houses around the world sounded cool. It would give me reasons to travel. 
 
    "Are you allowed to bring friends? I mean to eat and if we needed a room." 
 
    "Yes, up to four other people, not including family members. While only merlins are allowed to join very few of us end up marrying another merlin or having children that are. It doesn't seem to run in families consistently." She provided this answer immediately, without hesitation, like all of her responses. 
 
    "You know, if the other guy had been this nice, I wouldn't have had as much of an issue." 
 
    "He regards being eligible to belong to Emrys as an honor rather than something forced upon you without you having any say so in the matter." 
 
    That surprised me, and I stared at her. "You're one of the few I've talked to in a while that doesn't babble on about how great magic is." 
 
    She shrugged. "All of us have dreams. Reality doesn't always allow them to come true. I take it this means you're interested?" 
 
    "I've had it pointed out by multiple people that having access to the legal aspects, given what is going on in my life right now, would be very advisable." I paused, thinking. Right now between the gym membership and what money I had in savings I should be okay through getting my degree, but if the dues were too much, I couldn't afford it. Maybe up to twenty-five a month.  
 
    "How much are the dues?" 
 
    "Thirty-five thousand a year," she said calmly. 
 
    I choked and started coughing. "Are you insane?" 
 
    "Well, that's only after you finish your draft service," she started, and I gaped at her. 
 
    "That is more than I've ever made. Ever. I can't afford that." I still was trying to breathe at the idea of paying more for dues than what I'd expect to put out for a new car. 
 
    "We know that. The membership is extended basically on credit until you start the draft. You get the membership—and most of the perks—but until your draft is finished, your yearly rate is one tenth of that, so thirty-five hundred a year while serving. And I've never seen a merlin not working in a draft service that doesn't pay upwards of one-twenty-five a year. The thirty-five hundred is cheap and gives you access to everything, though your service covers health insurance. While you are still going to school full time there is no cost, though there is a contract committing to staying a member once service is over for a decade without penalties. To be honest, I've only seen one merlin ever quit the house before their decade was up." 
 
    "Sato O'Shaughnessy," I said. 
 
    "Why, yes." For the first time Joanna looked shocked. "How did you know?" 
 
    "I know Shay, and that sounds like something he'd do. He's a weird one." 
 
    "That he is. Look, Cori. There is no pressure. Most students don't join until they are working on their masters or doctorate. And you can get legal coverage without joining, though it would be much more expensive. I'll leave you our information and our charter. And let you think it over." 
 
    "Thanks," I muttered, glancing at my phone. "Because I need to get to class. I'll let you know." 
 
    "Please do. My number is on my card with the information. Good luck, Cori." 
 
    I headed to class but spent the rest of the day pondering the offer and the information. I chomped a bit at not having as much time to research as I wanted. I still thought the idea of air as a shield would work. Just one problem—I was null in Air. Earth was the only element I registered in. But that hadn't stopped me from using fire. So, maybe?  
 
    I twisted what I'd learned about my strong areas, but none of them jumped out as being very helpful, especially if you didn't know you were about to be attacked. 
 
    Jo called as I got out of my last class. "Hey, I need to get groceries. I forgot this weekend since you kicked me and Sable up to Rockway to see my parents. Want to meet me at the store? There is just going to be too much to carry by myself and Sable has a test she needs to study for." 
 
    "Which means she could really use you out of the apartment because you're distracting?" 
 
    "That too," Jo admitted, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    "Sure, I'll meet you there." I hung up and glanced at Carelian. "I need to get some exercise in and we need to change up, so run to the store?" The Publix we shopped at was only two blocks from our apartment, and it wasn't a way I normally went. So me running and headed that way should help confuse anyone watching us. At least that was the theory. 
 
    ~Run,~ Carelian agreed and took off, his bright red fur blending into the shadows better than anything that bright had the right to. I laughed and started out at a steady jog. Luckily, students were always late or exercising, so no one even looked as I headed out. For a moment as I left the shadow of the buildings, I thought I felt something, or maybe heard it, like a flap of wings. But when I looked behind me, I saw nothing. Shaking my head, I focused on running and not hitting anyone. 
 
    We got to the store in record time and Carelian lay in front of the windows panting. "You okay?" 
 
    ~Water?~  
 
    I crouched, pulled my sports bottle out of its pocket and grabbed a collapsible bowl I kept with me. It was silicone so super lightweight, and didn't make noise, which had become the bane of my existence. Things clanging.  
 
    I poured water into the bowl and he sat up to eagerly drink. "Remember to tell me if you need water, silly," I admonished him. I put the water bottle away and dug for the leash. The store would allow him in, but only if he was on a leash. Odds were he'd curl up under the cart and snooze as we shopped. 
 
    "Yo, Cori," I heard Jo call as she walked up. 
 
    "Hey." I waved to her, trying to figure out what else we needed from the store. Study snacks, absolutely, and Carelian needed some more food. 
 
    "Hey Fuzzy," she said dipping to scratch his ears, then standing back up. "Ready to go?" She stood looking into the store behind me a bit. 
 
    "Yep, let me snap on his leash," I said, bending down and snapping it on his harness. I stood back up. "Oops, wait need to grab this." I darted back down to grab the bowl. The crack of a high-powered rifle sounded and all the hair on my body stood up. 
 
    "Uhh," Jo choked out. I spun to see blood spreading across her shirt. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Assassins are not unknown, though nowhere near as widespread as popular fiction would have you believe. Usually a bit of money to a local gang or thug is more common, and it makes the death much more deniable. However, both countries and individuals occasionally hire experts to eliminate threats or competition. This is different from the Rogue Mage squads governments and the OMO employ. ~ Magic Explained. 
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    "Jo!" I screamed. Carelian snarled, and I took all the ideas I'd had and pulled on Earth. There is dust everywhere outside, we breathe it, see it dance in the sun, and all of it answers to the pull of Earth. I yanked, the cost an inch of hair and I didn't care. I felt Carelian with me adding to the magic. I snapped it into a hard shell surrounding both of us. I felt like I looked through the windshield of an off-roading truck, but I could see figures and shapes around us. The shield arced from beside JO to other side of me, with nothing above.  
 
    There was another crack and I felt and saw the bullet impact the shield I had created. I pulled on more dust, only half an inch this time, and caused the impact where the bullet hit in a bullseye spider web. Another sharp retort, but this time I saw the trail of the bullet through the dust in the air and I followed it back with my Soul branch. My magic reached out towards the other person and with the magic, rage followed. I reached for the essence of the person trying to kill me. Then I yanked out the shooter's soul. Or life. Or magic. I don't know how to describe it. All I knew was that I reached in and everything that made him who or what he was, I pulled out, shredded, dissolved into motes of nothingness.  
 
    The cost was one drop of my blood. It came from my mouth, my teeth splitting the inside of my cheek with no hesitation.  
 
    ~Yes, kill them my quean. Kill those that would hurt my queans. They are mine,~ Carelian's voice sounded like a buzz saw of vengeance in my head. 
 
    It was done. I knew I had just killed someone, even if the body hadn't realized it was dead yet. I felt once more like someone watched me, but I turned and grabbed the first aid kit out of my bag and caught Jo as she crumpled to the ground. Everything, the magic, the second attack, my response had not even taken ten seconds. 
 
    "Someone shot me?" she asked, her voice quavering, and it was everything I could do not to snarl my rage. No one hurt my Jo, no one. 
 
    "They were trying to shoot me. They missed." I had her shirt ripped open and was checking the damage. My heart slowed a bit. They'd been aiming for my head, but Jo is taller than me by about 4 inches. The shot had been at a downwards angle from where the shooter was, and it had slammed into her right shoulder. It just nicked where the cup of her bra ended. 
 
    "This is going to hurt, I need to pull you up for a minute." 
 
    "Kay," she muttered, face paling. The dark spread of blood meant she was still bleeding. I ignored her whimpers and pulled her forward onto my chest. Sure enough, blood spread across the back of her too. A clean through and through. That made my life easier. I took a spilt second to glance up and saw the glint of metal mixed with red on the wall where she'd been standing. I stared at the bullet for a heartbeat, then turned my attention back to Jo. 
 
    People were rushing out towards us as I laid her back down. "Sorry Jo, looks like you're going to get naked in front of strangers," I said as I ripped off the rest of her shirt. 
 
    "Damn, and no one has any singles," she choked out in between gasps of pain. Carelian curled up next to her head, purring, his head laying on hers. 
 
    "Oh shit, she's been shot!" someone exclaimed and somehow I resisted the urge to respond with pure snark. 
 
    "Call 911. Female injured, gunshot to the upper right chest," I snapped as I put pressure on the wound, strapped her arm down, and did everything I could to slow the bleeding. I didn't want to try to heal, I didn't know enough. Indira had made that very clear in class that until you had that medical degree and had practiced on a lot of cadavers, trying to use magic to heal might just kill you both. Instead, I stuck to what I knew. My training. 
 
    "If I die, tell Sable I love her. And my parents," Jo whispered, pain in every word. 
 
    "Oh, don't think you're getting out of exams that easy," I responded. "It's a flesh wound. You'll get a sexy scar, Sable can baby you, but you will still have to do your homework." I could hear the sirens and looked up, surprised by the number of people surrounding us. 
 
    Not good, someone else could have tried to kill us just now. 
 
    "Is she going to live?" asked one of the bystanders. 
 
    "Assuming the paramedics get here, yes. Can you wave them in so they get here quickly?" 
 
    The man, wearing a Publix's vest, nodded and raced over to where the vehicles were pulling into the parking lot, followed by the cops. 
 
    "Why me?" I muttered and felt Jo squeeze my hand. 
 
    "'Cause you scare them. And you're awesome. Call parents, Sable." Her voice was weak and I was worried about how pale she was. I didn't think it had nicked a major artery, but nobody was the same and I hadn't inspected the bullet to see if it had splintered. 
 
    The medics raced up and I rattled everything off. I'd been keeping track of her heartbeat with my hand on her wrist as we had waited. 
 
    Carelian didn't protest as they got her on a gurney, but he crouched near me, ears back every time someone got too close, his puffed fur and tail making him look cute and fluffy if you completely ignored the ready to kill look in his eyes.  
 
    They were taking Jo to Ruby, and I nodded. I itched to pick up the phone and call people, but I knew the police needed to talk to me first. 
 
    "You again," an officer spat and I just looked at him blankly.  
 
    "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "You found the dead body. The girl in the park. What are you, a magnet for trouble?" It was the young officer, the one who had tossed his cookies when he saw her. I'd just gotten to Atlanta and my luck caused me to stumble across a body that started this whole weird spiral of connections with Alixant and Indira. 
 
    I stood and forced a smile I didn't feel, my heart in the ambulance with Jo. 
 
    "You could say that." I turned and a small petty part of my mind grinned as he saw my tattoos and paled. 
 
    "What the hell are you?" The way he said the words hurt, but I just looked at him. "You need to stay. Until officers get here." 
 
    "Fine. But I need to make some phone calls." I didn't ask permission, I just moved over to an out-of-the-way area with Carelian at my heels and dialed Alixant. 
 
    "Cori?" 
 
    "Someone just tried to kill me. They hit Jo. I need you." I didn't stop the bleakness in my voice, all I could do was think about the next two calls I needed to make. And I had no idea in the world how to say the words. 
 
    "Where are you?" No condemnation, no exasperation, just asking where I was. I told him, then hung up, already trying to steel myself for the calls. I'd do the easier one first.  
 
    I dialed the number and held my breath, trying to formulate the words in my head.  
 
    "Heya, Cori. What's up? Need me to check the fridge?" Her voice bright, but distracted, and I could almost see her curled up reviewing her meticulous notes. 
 
    "Sable," my voice cracked and I had to clear it, but I could hear the sudden stillness on the other end of the line. "Jo was shot. They're taking her to Ruby."  
 
    What else do I say? Do I tell her it is my fault? Will they let her in?  
 
    Only the knowledge that barring complications Jo should recover from that wound kept me from having a full breakdown. 
 
    "Okay. Were you hurt?" Her voice shook and I heard her moving and keys being grabbed.  
 
    "No. I'm fine. It's my fault." The words slipped through and created a crack in the dam I had my emotions behind. 
 
    "Yeah, like you put a bullet in her. You aren't to blame. They chose this, not you. But now they've created a lot more enemies." Her voice had an odd distant tone to it. "Cori. Do what you need to. I'm headed to the hospital. Are you calling the Guzmans?"  
 
    "Yes. Calling them next," I said, my voice quavering, but I fought it down. I didn't have time to be weak or passive. 
 
    "Good. Tell them I'm headed there. I'll see you there later, right Cori?" Her voice hard as I heard the apartment door close. 
 
    "Yes. Bye." I hung up looking at all the police staring at me. I ignored them. Until ranking officers showed up or Alixant, I had nothing to say. I stared at my phone, call the house—they still had a landline—or the shop? I didn't have either Marisol or Henri's personal numbers. 
 
    Shop. Henri will go get Marisol. He'll take it better. I hope. 
 
    I backed further into the corner, shopping carts on one side and the crowd of people and cops on the other. Carelian at my feet. I wanted to hide, but I forced myself to stand there looking as if I was perfectly fine. Not the girl who was panicking over her best friend being badly hurt.  
 
    Why didn't it register for me? They told me, but I never thought Jo would really be at risk.  
 
    Because even after everything, I didn't think they were really trying to kill me. Maybe I was an idiot. I hit the button for the Guzman's shop and waited. Marco answered. 
 
    "Guzman's Auto Repair, what can we help with?" 
 
    "Marco, it's Cori. Can you get Henri for me, please?" I thought I sounded horrible, but maybe I could act better than I thought, because he didn't seem to notice. 
 
    "Sure, Cori. One minute." A click and staticky hold tunes piped through. They really needed better hold music.  
 
    Click. "Cori, what's up?"  
 
    I credited the cheer in his voice that I rarely called with bad news. I'd do anything to make sure this wasn't a habit I was forming. But I couldn't think of any way to lead into this kindly. Maybe being a doctor wasn't smart if I couldn't tell someone this in a way that didn't feel like swinging a sledgehammer. 
 
    "Henri, Jo was shot. She should be fine. They are taking her to Ruby right now." My throat was so tight as I said that. This made the second child in a year to be seriously hurt. Sanchez had gotten lucky, and at least that one I was sure I had nothing to do with. Though it was possible Lady Luck had helped save him. That was one more unknown question to deal with later. 
 
    "Merde. She'll be fine? What happened?" His voice shook, and I wanted to die that second right then to prevent him from ever speaking in that tone of voice again.  
 
    "It looked like a flesh wound. So yes. She'll be fine." I put every ounce of assurance into that and prayed to anything listening that it was true. My life without her wouldn't be a life. I heard him yelling and responses from inside the shop. "Thank you, Cori. I'll go get Marisol. You haven't called her, have you?" 
 
    "No. I figured it would be better to come from you." 
 
    "She's in class, I'll head there now. Are you okay?"  
 
    Why did everyone keep asking me that? I didn't know, and I didn't know what to do. "I'm fine. I'm talking to the police now. Go. You have my number." 
 
    "Si, gracias Cori. Tien cuidado." The phone clicked and I wanted to sag to the ground, scream, cry, rage, but I put it away and glanced down at Carelian, who hadn't moved away from me since they took Jo. 
 
    "You okay?" I wasn't sure what I was asking, but I was. I still didn't understand this strange creature that had attached itself to me, but I had no doubt he cared about the three of us. Though I still didn't know exactly what that meant.  
 
    ~They hurt one of my queans. Tried to kill my Quean.~ I could hear the capitalization in his words and it tickled inside my head. 
 
    "She'll be okay. She has to be." 
 
    He growled and lashed his tail across my calf, which hurt more than I expected it to. 
 
    A black car pulled into the parking lot, light flashing on top, followed by another police car. I knew that would be Alixant and the Captain. Being honored with important people needing to talk to me was getting old.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Mages in the government are usually well treated, not because of risk of retaliation (few mages are that stupid) but more that they are indispensable when things go very wrong. Always assume any mage you see in the police force is a valued employee and one that will uphold the highest level of ethics or will make sure you never live to refute that. ~ House of Emrys internal memo 
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    Police officers formed a little cordon to keep the onlookers away as they strung up police tape. The Captain, Alixant, and a woman I didn't recognize, wearing a colorful teal suit, walked up. At least it wasn't Detective Stone, so I'd take it.  
 
    "Cori, you okay?" Those were the first words out of Alixant's mouth, and I just nodded. Why did people keep asking that? "You sure? You're covered in blood." He gave me a funny look, and I glanced down. 
 
    My shirt and hands were covered in blood, there was blood on my phone and trickles of it had run down to drip on my pants and legs. I hadn't even noticed. How could I not have remembered to pull on gloves? 
 
    Cause it was Jo.  
 
    "Jo's blood. I'm fine. Three shots, none of them hit me." 
 
    "The shooter?" Captain Jessup asked, looking around warily. 
 
    I took a deep shuddering breath and faced what I'd been avoiding thinking about since I'd done it. "Dead." I kept my voice flat, under control. Carelian pressed against me harder, purring so deeply it felt like he vibrated against my leg.  
 
    "Excuse me, can we start at the beginning?" the woman I didn't know asked, a notebook in hand. I glanced at her bright amber eyes in a face crowned by layers of braids woven with yellow and red in her black hair, matching the yellow and cheerful red of her tattoo and telling me she was an Entropy mage. At least there was a possibility she wouldn't hate me on sight like Stone had. 
 
    "Yes, that might be wise. Cori this is Detective Olivia Jonas. I've asked her to take over all cases involving you." 
 
    I gave the captain a look and he just shrugged. "You seem to be a magnet for things going on and it would be easier to have a central person involved. Obviously, you and Detective Stone don't work well, I'm hoping you and Jonas here will." 
 
    The detective flashed me a fast smile, the signs of heavy tobacco usage clear on her teeth. But I didn't smell any cigarettes anywhere. That struck me as odd. 
 
    "Can you start at the beginning, Miss Munroe, and tell us exactly what happened?"  
 
    I took a deep breath, focusing on the calm and interested question, not accusing just interested. This I could deal with. I started with the call and me running, taking a different path, then the shot and me creating the shield. 
 
    "Wait, you did what?" Alixant burst out, looking at me, his face pale. 
 
    I stuttered trying to figure out what he wanted me to explain. I took a deep breath and tried to explain my logic. "I don't have any element but Earth," I started and saw all of them glance at my temple. I wanted to sigh but kept talking. "I'd been trying to figure out a way to create shields or something." I didn't miss the start from Alixant but ignored it. "Air would be better but I don't have it. When the shot went off all I could do was think about protecting us, but I only had Earth. But there is Earth everywhere so I took the idea I'd been playing with and I created a shield from the dirt." 
 
    Alixant dropped his glance to the line where everything had collapsed when I dropped it. "Is that what this is?" 
 
    "Yeah, everything I pulled and let drop." I looked at the line, about two inches thick and half an inch tall. Not much when you realized it had stopped two bullets. 
 
    "You said the perp was dead?" Olivia asked. 
 
    "Yeah, I killed him, I think." I didn't think—I knew. But his body might still be breathing. 
 
    "How?" If he had fired the word from a gun it couldn't have come out any sharper. 
 
    "Ummm," I stuttered, trying to figure how to explain what I'd done all on instinct and desperation. "I caused the dust in the air to condense so the bullet created a path that I could backtrack to its source." 
 
    They all looked at me and I wanted to shrink back, but I was already against the wall. "It created a ripple in the dust that I backtracked, so I reached out with Soul and pulled his out. I think." 
 
    "You what?" All three of their voices merged as they looked at me. Captain Jessup and Detective Jonas looked shocked, but Alixant looked horrified. 
 
    "Well, I think I did. I pulled out his life or what was his life. I felt him die as it shredded, or I shredded it." I really didn't know which one it was. 
 
    Alixant turned on the Captain, his voice hard and cold. "Sir, we need to stop now. We can't have this recorded. Detective, the only thing that needs to go into your notes is she killed in self-defense. This cannot go into the record, do you understand?" He had a tone of voice that I'd never heard before, even at the stadium. "This goes under OMO sanction now." 
 
    The detective swallowed and nodded. "I hadn't really taken any notes, but the official record will only be that she killed to protect herself." 
 
    "Good. Cori, you never ever mention this to anyone if I am not there. Do you understand? Either of them. The shield or the killing. You just say you protected yourself, nothing else." He had leaned in, was so close I could feel his breath on my skin. Carelian growled and stepped between us. Alixant glanced down, then stepped back. "I'm deadly serious. You do not mention it." 
 
    "Got it." I wanted to ask why, what I was missing, but I didn't. He kept looking around glaring at anyone that might be close enough to overhear anything from us. 
 
    "Miss Munroe," the detective started. 
 
    "Please call me Cori. I don't feel like a Miss Munroe." 
 
    She arched an eyebrow at me. "I can do that. Can you tell us where the building is that your assailant was on?" 
 
    I pivoted and pointed directly at a building across the street and about five stories tall. "Roof, I couldn't see him, but I could feel him." 
 
    "Cori," Alixant warned and I shrugged.  
 
    "What do you want me to do? Lie? Not say anything?" I glared at him. Right at that moment all I wanted to do was go to the hospital, verify Jo was okay, and make sure the Guzmans didn't hate me.  
 
    "Just don't admit to anything outside the normal spells," he growled out, and I looked at him surprised. 
 
    "We've only started going over the first set in one branch. Spirit isn't until next year as the number of people with it is smaller. I've only had time to read a bit on the basic spells." I paused and looked at him, a cold twisty feeling in my stomach even as Carelian twined around my leg. "Are you telling me I did something new? Something no one has done?" 
 
    "Dammit Cori, shut up." He turned and looked at the two cops. The Detective looked pale even under her French Roast complexion. The captain just looked worried and confused. 
 
    Jessup look at the three of us and shook his head. "I get the feeling I'm missing something. And in a rare turn of events I'm finding I don't want to know. Jonas, can I trust you with the department's integrity and to not get us on the wrong side of the OMO, or get anyone killed just because?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. I'll take care of it," she responded instantly. 
 
    "Alixant, don't make me regret this. I'm not a merlin, but I'll have your career in ashes if you screw me over on this." The captain glared at Alixant as hard as Alixant usually glared at me. 
 
    "I won't. She's young and should never have figured out what they are forcing her to figure out. I'll work on it." 
 
    "Good." He nodded at me and headed away, shouting at people to get to the top of the building I'd identified. I turned back to look at Alixant, who seemed to have aged five years.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Did you notify the Guzmans and Sable about Jo?" he asked, rubbing his face in a manner that made me feel guilty and I didn't know what I felt guilty for.  
 
    "Yes. Sable should be there or almost, and Henri had to pick up Marisol from school. She doesn't get off until 4." I looked at my phone, was it really only three-thirty? 
 
    "Good. Go there and keep your mouth shut. Cori, I mean it. I don't want to have to execute you." 
 
    The words slapped me with a physical force and I staggered. Carelian leaned against me snarling, his ears back, and tail perfectly still. 
 
    "Don't Carelian. You don't understand. Neither of you do. Cori, go. Just tell the truth, but no details, don't tell them any details. Got it?" He seemed unbearably exhausted and at the end of his rope. 
 
    Mutely, I nodded. I snapped the leash on Carelian and pivoted, walking away from all of them as fast as I could get my legs to move. No one called after me and it took everything I had not to run. Fear rippled up and down my spine as I tried to process what had just happened. A man I respected, almost liked, just implied he had the authority to execute me.  
 
    Getting yourself sick from stress does nothing. He hasn't killed you yet. Go see Jo, then worry about possible execution tonight. 
 
    I stopped my rushed walk and pulled an extra shirt out of my bag, used the ruined one to wipe up most of the blood, then changed. I ignored the odd looks as I stood there in my bra scrubbing blood off me as best as I could. Once the clean shirt was on, I called a rideshare wanting to be out of sight, protected at least by the walls of a car. Carelian said nothing, curled in my arms the entire ride. I sprang out and texted Sable. *I'm here. Where are you?* 
 
    *3rd floor, she should be out of surgery soon. Meet you at elevators.* 
 
    I didn't respond, just headed into the elevators, my insides clenching at the thought of Jo being in surgery. I needed to know more, study more. I would have sacrificed every hair on my head to have healed her on the spot. 
 
    The elevator took an eternity and I felt magic gathering around me in waves. I took a deep breath and made sure I hadn't wrapped anything around me, then stepped out looking for Sable. 
 
    "Cori." I spun at the sound of her voice and saw her waving me into a small waiting room. Once I got there, I wrapped her in a hug that she returned just as tightly. "She's okay. Are you? You have blood on you." She touched my neck and arms where Jo's blood had dried and I hadn't gotten it all off. 
 
    "No, it's all Jo's. Surgery?" 
 
    "Minor. They wanted to close up the wound, clean and irrigate it. She should be getting out shortly. Did you call her parents?" Sable pulled me down into a seat.  
 
    "Yeah. I think they should be here soon." I hoped. If they were still talking to me after that would be the real question.  
 
    We sat in the waiting room, hands clenched together, Carelian on a seat across from us staring at everything. But he wasn't snarling at anyone so I figured that was better. 
 
    The door flew open and Marisol rushed in. "Where is she? Is she okay?" Sable and I both stood up as Marisol looked at us. Then she pulled us both into her arms. "My girls. Are you okay? Cori, why are you bloody?"  
 
    Henri stepped in and pulled the door shut, looking at both of us. "Tell us what happened." He asked, but it wasn't a question, it was an order and one that terrified me. He pulled Marisol onto a seat and then they looked at me, waiting for answers.  
 
    Tell the truth, but don't give any details.  
 
    Alixant's words rang in my mind and I fought to swallow. "The blood is from Jo." I forced the words out but didn't stop even at Marisol's gasp. "Someone or ones is trying to kill me and when they took a shot at me today, they hit Jo instead."   
 
    Their hands were white where they were clutching each other. They didn't look at each other, but you could almost hear the conversation between them. 
 
    "Cori," Henri said in slow, heavy tones, "why is someone trying to kill you?" 
 
    "And why are we just now hearing of this?" Marisol's voice demanded an answer, but she fell silent as Henri's left hand patted her arm. 
 
    My wall broke and the words came out, tumbling over each other as I tried to explain. "There's this big inheritance thing and if I graduate, I get it. Some Spirit merlin left it to me. But if I don't graduate by June, Japan gets it. As far as I can tell they figure if I die then it's theirs. But I don't know. But they are trying to kill me. I ducked and they shot Jo instead. We didn't want to worry you. I'm so sorry. I'll leave." Forcing the words out and seeing the look of despair on their faces made my knees buckle but I didn't let myself crumple.  
 
    "Come on, Carelian." I turned to the door. 
 
    "Corisande, where do you think you are going?" Marisol snapped out.  
 
    "Um, leaving?" I quavered.  
 
    "Get back in here. While I am furious you didn't see fit to tell us someone was trying to kill you, this is not your fault. Now sit down and explain everything, slowly." Marisol pointed at the chair I'd been in, her face unrelenting.  
 
    I turned and moved back to the chair, sinking into it. Carelian hadn't moved, just flicking his ear at me. His entire attitude one of "you're an idiot". 
 
    I sat there rigid, with my hands fisted together between my legs, and started to talk, explaining everything. Well, just why people wanted me dead or to at least drop out. I didn't talk about the magic I'd used or the offerings. And they never asked. 
 
    When I was done, they just looked at me and I got ready for the attack. 
 
    "Oh, Cori. This must have been so scary and so much pressure. Why didn't you tell us?" Marisol looked at me and I just stared back confused. 
 
    "I didn't want to stress you. Didn't want you to get caught up in this mess," I muttered as I stared at the floor. 
 
    "Cori, that is what family does. We worry and get involved. Never fear to tell us something." Marisol took a deep breath. "But you're sure Jo will be okay?" 
 
    My headed bobbed up and down like a stupid doll. But before I could say anything, the door opened and a woman in surgical scrubs stepped in. "Josefa Guzman?" All of us sprang to our feet. I felt my world stop as I dreaded the next words.  
 
    "She's just fine. She's in recovery now and you should be able to see her in a few minutes." 
 
    The world restarted and I sagged back down into the chair. I'd do whatever they wanted, I never wanted to put any of them at risk again.  
 
    Either I give up or I accept protection. And I don't want to give up. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Mages are not miracle workers or demigods, the doctor that operates on you is just as likely to be a magic-free human as a mage. Remember that next time you look down on those without magic—we are everywhere. ~Freedom From Magic 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It took two days, but the wound had been a clear through and through. Jo got home, and Marisol only stayed through Sunday before she went home. Before she left, she read all of us the riot act and told us to let her know whatever happened, no excuses. She also told Sable she needed to inform her dad immediately. 
 
    Her absence both hurt and let us fit back into our routines, though this time Sable ushered Jo to every class and I never went outside with either of them. Even Carelian wasn't allowed to walk beside me. He skulked in the shadows and underbrush until we got into classrooms, though he made his displeasure clear. Alixant had ordered me to stay under the radar until they could come talk to me, but that wouldn't be until Wednesday night.  
 
    I spent my time fighting panic attacks and trying to concentrate on classes and making sure I stayed far away from everyone. Wednesday night I almost looked forward to Alixant's edicts.  
 
    "Ladies. How you feeling, Jo?" Alixant asked as they walked in Wednesday, both of them carrying bags with the name of a local sushi restaurant on them. 
 
    "Not too bad. I start therapy next week. Which is good, cause I'm tired of this sling," Jo replied, curled up on the couch. She'd made it through classes each day, but it wore her out. "But I think the more important thing is what's the plan to keep Cori alive to graduate?" Her words took the warmth out of the air. Alixant glanced at Indira and she shrugged.  
 
    "The government is very concerned and very interested. They have assigned me a special duty to protect you until our ambassador has finished discussing this with Japan." Alixant didn't look at me as he talked but pulled out boxes of food for us. 
 
    While I would not argue about free sushi, the information he relayed left me stunned. "I'm an international incident?" I needed to get my voice under control. Indira never sounded this shocked. 
 
    "And then some. The problem is so far Japan is disclaiming any knowledge of these attempts and pointing out that what unaffiliated groups do is not their problem. But the money offered for the hit is being held in escrow accounts. Chris is working on backtracking it. It will probably take another month or so, but as long as we can keep you alive, an agreement should be worked out and the danger should pass." 
 
    I didn't know what to say. Carelian whispered in my mind. ~Powerful, dangerous quean.~ That didn't help my mental state at all. 
 
    "What does that mean?"  
 
    "It means Indira and I will be with you when you leave this apartment. Don't sit out on the balcony and try to keep windows and blinds closed until we can get the bounty on you rescinded." He looked exhausted and I couldn't blame him. But it still didn't mean I liked any of this. "We are hoping to have it done before summer, but right now you just need to stay alive until then." 
 
    My life, how bad do I want this? 
 
    The problem was, it wasn't that I wanted the house that badly. Oh, I wanted it, but this badly? Probably not. But I couldn't give in to people threatening me, trying to control me via fear. I just couldn't. Jo and her family, even Sable were more important. But if they could get me to do things by threatening me, where would it end? I'd been worried about the societies and owing them, but this was just as bad. If I gave in on this anyone could decide threats would make me cave. And that I couldn't afford. 
 
    "Will you explain now what the issue was at the store? And why you threatened to kill me?"  
 
    Both Jo and Sable's heads snapped up as they stared at him and then me. I didn't move, just looked at him. This I needed an answer to. 
 
    "Cori, I swear you stumble into things." His voice wasn't quite a mutter, but he looked like I'd dropped another weight on his shoulders. "Yes, I'll explain. Everyone fill your plates, this will take a bit." 
 
    Even though my stomach roiled, I knew I needed the food, so I got my plate and helped Sable get a plate for Jo before we settled down. As usual, Indira and Alixant sat at the table while we curled up on the futon and chair. This had become so common we'd reorganized the room a bit to make it so the table and our living room furniture created a bit of a circle, if a rather lopsided one. 
 
    I poked at my shrimp and California roll. I knew I needed to eat, but my stomach was in such knots that all I could do was move it around on my plate. Carelian on the other hand had no such nerves. He was gleefully eating the raw pieces of fish from the pile they had pulled out for him. The sushi restaurants did a brisk side business in all the pieces of fish that weren't considered suitable for humans to eat, but carnivore familiars had no issues consuming. It was a win win for both groups. His favorite were eel and octopus. He'd mentioned once they were delicacies in the other planes, as most creatures of that type were bigger than elephants. 
 
    He never explained how he knew so much when he came here as a kitten and I got the feeling some things would always be a mystery. In the scope of things, his odd knowledge was the least of my concerns.  
 
    "Most mages aren't forced to use their magic to protect themselves, Cori. Those that are tend to be very well trained. These incidents have a large part of the magical community, and the societies specifically, in an uproar. You don't target young mages. Part of it is ethics, but the other part is what you are doing now." His voice sounded as exhausted as he looked, and I swore he'd added some grey to his temples since this summer. 
 
    "Which is what?" I asked, exasperated. I couldn't figure out what he was talking about and that worried me. 
 
    "Using your magic outside the proscribed spells." Indira's voice had a wealth of emotions to it I didn't know how to untangle, so I just looked at both of them, all too aware of Jo and Sable watching with wide eyes. 
 
    "A huge part of college is to train you in how to use your magic. We present it in boring scientific terms, measure everything out, and beat into you the spells in each branch. Generally, by the time you graduate you'll argue to the death that this is the only way to use magic, with everything quantified. And that is how most of the governments in the world want it. They want you following the rules. By the time you realize it isn't the only way you tend to be old enough to keep your mouth shut because you see the possibilities of what could happen if people realized that it is damn near unlimited if you're creative."  
 
    "I don't understand. I thought that we'd tried other ways to use magic and either the cost was too high or people died," Sable said, watching all of this with confusion on her face. 
 
    "Exactly. That is what you and everyone else are supposed to believe. And if you don't get convinced of that during your draft, or act as if you are, you'll not survive the draft. That's why this is so serious. Not because you get injured or hurt during your service, but because you get arrogant and prove you can't be trusted out in the world. You're eliminated quickly and quietly." Alixant's voice sounded like lead weights hitting the floor. 
 
    "Really? The government kills mages?" Jo all but squeaked the words and her chopsticks slipped from her fingers, hitting her plate with a dull thud. 
 
    "No, the government kills mages that are a risk to the population at large because they are too reckless with their magic. You, Cori, are finding out that magic can be used in many ways outside of the very narrow branches we teach. Most people find it rather boring, because of how we teach it, and never do much more than what they have to." He shifted his attention to Jo. "Jo, how often do you see your parents use magic? Your father shaved his head, how much does he use the magic available to him?" 
 
    Jo blinked and shrugged. "Not very often. I mean Mami will control the heat sometimes or do little things with fire. But I don't remember them using it that much." Her words were slow, and I thought back at the same time. For all that Shay, Laurel, Marisol, and Henri were mages, I didn't remember ever seeing them actually do magic. 
 
    "That is how most are. They have it. We pound into you, keep it in reserve just in case. You might need it and not having it then would be awful. But most mages below archmages almost forget how to use it outside work unless it is a true emergency. And that is how most governments and the OMO want it. Using magic makes hurting others way too easy, but most other things aren't all that improved by it." Alixant turned his attention to me. "You are very dangerous and very much at risk. You're a merlin with more power than they've ever recorded. You have a familiar. You can do things for almost nothing that most archmages can't do at all. The geeks at OMO still can't figure out how Jo managed to break all those nicotine bonds. And we've just pointed at Carelian because nothing else makes sense."  
 
    Jo focused intently on her food, not looking at any of us. Sable squeezed her hand, but they didn't say anything.  
 
    "Bottom line, we need to keep you safe, and you need to learn to follow the rules, or you won't live long enough to worry about doing anything after your draft. Much less enjoy the inheritance you are fighting so hard to earn." 
 
    I flinched back from every word. None of this sounded good. Carelian growled softly and came to jump onto the chair and lean into me, purring. ~My quean. Powerful is good.~  
 
    No one else reacted so I figured those words were just for me. They didn't help. While powerful might be good in his world, in this world it might get me killed. 
 
    "So you're telling me bow my head, be a good little girl, or I'm going to end up dead either one way or the other." 
 
    "Yes," he said, eyes locked on me. 
 
    Indira touched my arm lightly. "Cori, this is one of the reasons that we urged you to join the House of Emrys at least. You don't normally go after members of your own house and you've proved you're powerful enough that it might tempt some of the other higher level people to take you out, just to prove they can. Emrys has a habit of slapping down anyone that does that. It is more implied than actual. But yes, you need to lower your profile." 
 
    I wanted to scream, to rage, to tell them to fuck off, but the pale look on Jo's face and Sable's white knuckles made me take a deep breath and reel it in. 
 
    Time to grow up. If I shut up and be the good little girl for what, the next fifteen years, after that maybe I'll be mostly free. But only if I live. 
 
    "Very well. What next?" 
 
    Some of the tension bled out of Indira and Alixant. Indira perked up a bit, and until that moment I hadn't realized how stressed she'd looked.  
 
    "You'll join Emrys?" she asked, watching me. 
 
    "Yes. I'll contact Joanne tomorrow. I'd like to hold off on the others. But I'll join. And," I paused and looked at Steven, even thinking his name caused a ripple of pain, "I'll deal with the bodyguards." 
 
    "Thank Merlin," he muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose. 
 
    "So, like I said. What next?" 
 
    "You get your degree. You'll get a bullet-proof vest to wear and Indira or I will be with you while you're moving between classes. We are going to get some protections, both normal and magical put on your apartment and you will hate every minute. I'm hoping we can lift it by summer, but Cori, we aren't doing this to punish you." 
 
    "No. Just to control me. Congratulations." But I wasn't bitter, just tired. Eating seemed like too much effort. But I did want to know a few things. 
 
    "So how will you protect me? I mean you said I couldn't talk about what I did. So how will you do that?" 
 
    "Air branch, Move spell. What you did with dirt, most can do with Air. Create a shield around you that will deflect or stop most things. Again, if they really want to kill you with magical means they can, but in some ways the fact that you are so high profile is protecting you from that. The ambassador is pushing, so we'll see what happens." 
 
    I nodded and forced myself to eat a piece of sashimi. It went into my stomach like a lump of mud. Dealing with reality ruined even the treat of sushi. 
 
    "What about—" I wanted to ask about what I'd done with the Soul magic but banging on the door startled me. 
 
    "I got it." Sable jumped up before anyone else could move, before anyone could protest, and pulled open the door. A huge man, at least six-foot-three, stood there, hair in long braids down his back, dark angry eyes, and muscles everywhere under skin that looked ebony in the yellow hall light. He glowered down at Sable and I felt my magic spike ready to respond, even as I scrambled to my feet. I focused on the green and white tattoo that proclaimed him a Transform mage. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Clashes between the OMO and the military are legendary and usually revolve around hair and nails. While merlins can perform easier with less offering, most others need the genetic material to use their magic effectively. The military has stood by their insistence on short hair and nails while in service. While women find it easier, being able to put their hair up, it requires a member of the military to fight to keep their long hair and nails. While it is illegal to force them to remove it, pressure to do so can be intense if the service member doesn't understand the laws that protect them. ~ Magic Explained.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    "Dad!" Sable threw herself into his arms, and the mage standing in the hall wrapped her tight. 
 
    "Baby girl," he murmured as he held her tight.  
 
    I felt my magic subside and my knees went weak as I sank back into the chair. If this was how I was going to react to everything, ready to attack, I really wasn't safe around either Sable or Jo. Maybe I should get a place by myself, a hotel or something, for a while. 
 
    Sable released the death grip she had around him and stepped back. "Come on in. I need to introduce you." He followed her in, and I saw the military in his every movement. His eyes scanned the room, lingering on the merlin tattoos of Indira and Alixant, then his eyes somehow got darker as they landed on me.  
 
    She made introductions and lingered on Jo. "And Dad, this is Jo. Everyone this is my dad, Colonel John Lancet." 
 
    John smiled, but I noted that it didn't reach his eyes. That was probably my fault. "Just John. I retired last year. I work up in Aberdeen for the DoD." He shifted his attention to Sable. "I believe you sent me a note that someone had tried to kill your girlfriend's best friend?" He looked pointedly at Jo who still had the sling on and needed at least two more weeks to finish giving the wound time to heal.  
 
    "Hi," she said weakly. "Nice to meet you." I could see the panic in her gaze. Meeting parents had never been her strong suit. 
 
    "You must be the friend people are trying to kill," he said looking directly at me.  
 
    "Um, yeah. Sorry?" I didn't know for sure why I was apologizing, but I wasn't sure what else to say. 
 
    He shifted his intimidating stare to Indira and Alixant and while they didn't flinch or pull back, I saw them react to his gaze. "Mentors? Or government flunkies." 
 
    "Both in my case," Alixant said, rising to stand between John and Indira. "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "My daughter has never been one to back down from a fight which means she won't go anyplace safe, and I can't imagine the government not being involved when there are hits out on a merlin student. So, what are you doing to keep them safe?" He crossed his impressive arms and stared down Alixant. 
 
    This guy might become my new hero. Can I trade him for Alixant? 
 
    Alixant sighed. "Take a seat." He waved at the other chair and the three adults started to talk. Or it felt like that, the adults talking and the kids waiting for orders from on high. The three of them deciding my life, without including me in it. But for now, I just sat and listened. What else could I do? 
 
    I picked at my food as they went over plans, but other than John casting a sharp eye at me and stating, "She needs to get in better shape," I wasn't part of the conversation. I curled up more and more wanting to yell and shout, but I didn't dare do any of that. Maybe this stupid house wasn't worth it. I listened to them talk, making plans as to what I was going to do, what needed to be done. I felt like an object, the precious grail they needed to protect, not myself. 
 
    "Enough. Everyone out." Jo's voice snapped out and the three people at the table turned to look at her, surprise and shock on their faces. Mine probably looked the same as I stared at her. "What? Was I not clear? Everyone who doesn't live here, out." She struggled to her feet, the greyness under her skin tone telling me how exhausted she was, and I surged to my feet, guilt adding fresh pain to my misery. 
 
    "What are you talking about? We're figuring out the best way to keep Cori safe, to keep all of you safe," Alixant said, dismissing Jo with a wave of his hand and turning back to John. Indira narrowed her eyes as she watched us. She hadn't said much in the last twenty minutes or so.  
 
    "No," said Jo. "You're trying to run our lives. And we're done. We are not twelve, we're not your responsibility. I'm exhausted, need to take pain meds, and pass out. Cori is on the verge of tears and Carelian is ready to shred all of you for making his mage miserable."  
 
    Until she said those words, I hadn't registered how agitated Carelian was. Like me, he wanted to do something—escape, attack, defend. But there wasn't anyone to attack. His rumble wasn't a purr but a low steady growl as his tail twitched and claws extended and retracted.  
 
    "Now look. Cori's agreed she needs protection, but it isn't that simple," Alixant started and John matched his expression, his gaze locked on his daughter. 
 
    "Yes, it is." Jo cut them all off. "Get out and when you show up tomorrow to escort Cori to class, you can then explain to her how you will work with her to stay safe and not treat her like some mindless piece of fluff you need to work around." 
 
    "We haven't—" he started, and Jo just stared at him, her face getting grayer. 
 
    "Yes, we have. And she's right." Indira rose and nodded to Jo and then to me. "We are forgetting this is your life too and you need to be actively involved if we want you to succeed much less thrive. Ladies, thank you for your hospitality. Steven will be here in the morning, while I'll see you in class and probably walk you between classes. Time bubbles are perfect for protection and I'll see about training you on how to create and use them." Indira walked to the door then turned, lifting an eyebrow. "Gentlemen? This is what is known as a subtle hint. We've overstayed our welcome." 
 
    Alixant growled under his breath but stood looking at me, then his face softening a bit as he looked at Jo. "I'll be here in the morning, Cori. Don't you dare leave without me. And we'll talk more as we walk. You do need to be a part of this." He sighed and shook his head as he headed out the door. They closed the door behind them leaving John looking at his daughter.  
 
    "I did it again, didn't I?" he asked, hunching his shoulders and sinking into himself a bit. For a man who must top six feet, he suddenly looked like a little boy about to be put in the corner for a timeout.  
 
    "If you mean coming in and taking over with no care as to what I want or need, only what you think is best—yes." Sable sighed and walked over to her dad. "I love you. But we aren't kids and Cori might be the most powerful mage on the face of the Earth right now. People really need to quit treating her like this or they may lose her. And you, Dad, aren't helping." 
 
    He sighed and rubbed his head. "Why don't you go put your girlfriend to bed, she looks like she's about to fall over. Then come out and talk to me. Tell me what's been going on. Please?"  
 
    "Give us a few." She grabbed Jo and I jumped up to support her other side. Together we ushered Jo to bed as she really was about to fall over. We got pain pills in her and tucked her in. I think she was asleep before we walked out of the room.  
 
    "My dad's a good guy. Just a bit too gung-ho sometimes. Talk to him, see if he has any input. If nothing else, having another point of view can't hurt, right?" 
 
    Her tone had too much pleading in it, and I nodded. There wasn't anything to lose and right now my stomach churned too much to even think about going to bed, no matter what time class was in the morning.  
 
    "Dad, Cori's going to tell you everything about what is going on, then maybe you can give her some ideas?" 
 
    "Anything, baby girl. And I am sorry Miss Cori. I see a problem I dive in and fix it, even if no one wants me to be the one fixing it. Sable here never managed to beat that out of me, though she at least got me to listen if she told me she just wanted to vent. Otherwise I tended to jump a bit fast. Bad habit in an Army officer." His tone had mellowed, and I sat down, feeling silly. Carelian rubbed on my legs as he passed by, but he didn't seem to pay much attention now that Indira and Alixant were gone. 
 
    "I'll try, but I need to go back a bit to explain everything." I glanced at Sable one more time and she nodded encouragingly as she made us hot chocolate in the kitchen. Just the scent helped steady me, so I started to talk. 
 
    And talk. 
 
    And talk. 
 
    We'd started at around six-thirty, Alixant and Indira had left at quarter to nine when Jo kicked them out. But something about her dad and the fact that Sable just let me talk, likely hearing aspects of the story that were new to her, kept me going. By the time I finished spilling everything it was ten-fifteen and exhaustion lay on me like a layer of concrete, cracking here and there.  
 
    "You've been through a lot in the past year and it doesn't look like it'll get any more boring." He gave a sidelong look to his daughter. "You sure you want to stay around all this?" The smirk and relaxed stance of his body told me he was joking, but I still tensed a bit. After all, who wanted to stay around my brand of luck?  
 
    "No place else I'd rather be. Besides, who doesn't want the most powerful merlin on the planet as a friend." She winked at me as she said that and Carelian purred in my head. 
 
    ~Silly queans.~ 
 
    We both snickered though her dad just looked at us with a slight frown. "Inside joke?" 
 
    "Something like that. Any thoughts after listening to my tale of woe?" I spoke lightly, but I couldn't help but pull the cup closer to me, wanting more of the hot sweet liquid. 
 
    "You need the bodyguards, but I get not wanting to give up your life. If this was going to be a long-term problem my advice would be different, but now?" He leaned back looking at me and then his daughter. "They're that important to you?" 
 
    "Yes." Her answer had nothing but assurance, and I wanted to melt. I knew Jo was that important, but me? That still seemed farfetched.  
 
    "Very well." He shifted his attention to me, and I wanted to squirm. "You won't like what I have to say, but for now, like any other recruit in the military, you're going to have to suck it up and deal. You don't have the skill sets right now to keep yourself and those you care about safe. You might have the power but that brings down a world of hurt, as you're quickly learning. You can handle a year and a half. Eighteen months is nothing."  
 
    "I'd kinda already figured that. Doesn't mean I'm happy about it." I didn't mutter, not quite, but still, who liked to be told they didn't really have a choice in the matter. 
 
    "Welcome to the wonderful world of adulting. It's never as great as you thought it would be. As to the next part." He paused looking at his daughter who gave him a teeny nod. "Since Sable has been gushing about Jo's cooking and the fact that while the mage draft covers your tuition, you, unlike most students don't have a family or another support system to help cover you, I'm sending an extra three hundred a month for your little household." I started to protest but he stopped me with a single finger. Marisol had nothing on him for commanding an audience. "Keep my baby girl safe and shove your degree down those bastards' throats and I'll consider it well worth it. You don't need the extra stress of trying to pay for food on top of everything else. Keep what you've got saved and use it as needed. You're a smart girl. The money will get you through this." 
 
    I didn't want to accept the money. I really really didn't—but he was right. Trying to not get killed, studying, taking care of Carelian, worrying about Jo and Sable and the Guzmans was pushing me to my limit already.  
 
    "Thank you," I said slowly each word being pulled from me. 
 
    "Don't. I've had people try to kill me. Often the only thing that got me through was knowing my friends had my back. My daughter and Jo have firmly placed themselves at your back. Don't squander that. It's more priceless than anything you can imagine."  
 
    The next fifteen minutes were Sable and her dad talking as I cleaned up and got things ready for the next morning. Old habits died hard and I still didn't trust that things wouldn't go sideways and make me late. I had enough teachers miffed with me for the classes I had missed. John left about the time I headed to bed and I paused to glance at Sable. 
 
    "I like your dad." 
 
    "He's pretty great. Having me leave was hard on him—it's been the two of us since I was a baby. But that right there is why I left. He means well but he's trained to solve problems by any means necessary. Makes him a great commander," she snickered, "and a frustrating father. I needed to do college by myself." She cast a glance at the closed bedroom door where I could just hear Jo snoring. "I just never expected to find someone like her or you." Sable looked at me and smiled. "I get that the two of you are a matched pair and the more I'm around you the more right it feels. Don't worry, I'm not going anywhere, and Jo wouldn't leave you on the threat of death." 
 
    "And that's what worries me. No one should get killed because of me." I couldn't look at her. It still ate at me that Jo almost died because of me.  
 
    "No one should be killed because some dead guy left them something in his will." I felt her hand under my chin and she lifted it to look me in the eye. "Cori, you've never been allowed to have anything that is yours and under your power most of your life. I understand why you want this so badly and it's okay. We're a team. We got your back." 
 
    She pulled me into an unexpected hug and I almost started crying. Sable held me for the longest minute, her black ringlets a curtain around me. I finally managed to pull back and smile at her. "Deal. But all of us are going to get through this. No one else gets hurt." 
 
    "Then we'd all better study and learn. I know I'm a junior, but we'll need to learn everything we can to make sure these jerks can't hurt you." 
 
    The lump in my throat grew larger, but I forced a smile. "Study machine I will be."  
 
    Sable laughed at me. "Go. Morning comes early and when you're vibrating with coffee you don't process as well." 
 
    I snickered and headed towards my own bed. A few minutes later Carelian sprang onto the bed and took his usual place, a pillow near my head. He'd tried my feet at first but after getting kicked a few times in the middle of the night, up near my head on the corner of the bed with his own pillow worked much better.  
 
    ~Queans will be trained. Magic is power and my queans will learn how to use that power as magic should be wielded.~ 
 
    "If only," I whispered softly petting him. "Magic is a tool like anything else and they are determined to get us to use it the way they want. Being a pawn sucks. But maybe someday after the draft and everything, if I can get that house…" The words trailed off in a whisper of hope, too risky to even say aloud. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Everyone knows that the realms are not survivable by humans. There have been people that walked into them the few times rips have been found low enough to be accessible. No one has ever returned. All machines sent into them have quit transmitting as soon as they cross the border. But even still, rumors and legends of people visiting over there abound, proving a deadly siren call to the foolish. ~History of Magic 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    My dreams were filled with visions of me chained to various monoliths and being chased by men in black at every step. I woke exhausted, cranky, and needing massive amounts of caffeine. By the time I stumbled out the door, having showered, checked on Jo, said morning to Sable, and made Stinky's Mexican coffee, I had almost achieved human. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Having Alixant standing there waiting for me with an annoyed expression didn't help with my mood. Carelian, who hadn't said a thing to me all morning, though I had gotten a leg twine, brushed by and headed out, disappearing almost instantly.  
 
    I swear some days I think he uses magic to be invisible.  
 
    Alixant pushed himself off the wall as I walked by with a grunt. Even on supposed guard duty, he still looked like an agent. Suit, tie, fancy shoes—in other words completely out of place.  
 
    "Are you trying to scream government agent?" I didn't look at him, just kept moving, sipping the coffee as if it was a lifeline.  
 
    "Yes." I shot a look at him and he shrugged. "We want the people trying to kill you to know the government is involved and I'm going to be very obvious. But first things first. Ready for your shield?" We hadn't left the shelter of the apartment hallways and he slowed, his gaze an anchoring weight.  
 
    "I guess." While I didn't care about the shield so much, I was interested in knowing how it was created. 
 
    "Warn Carelian. Until we get inside and I drop it, he won't be able to get near you." 
 
    "You just did. He can hear you, remember?" I turned and gave Alixant an unamused look.  
 
    He shrugged. "Familiars are strange. Okay." He frowned and I felt something brush against me, then it was gone. I reached out my hand but felt nothing.  
 
    "Okay? I don't feel a difference. Why is most of this magic people assure me happens all but invisible?" I knew I sounded like a raging bitch, but outside of Indira being so absolutely incredible and me ripping open holes in the earth, I was tempted to believe it was all a big con. 
 
    Alixant just smirked at me and I narrowed my eyes at him. He reached down and picked up a small pinecone and threw it at me. I lifted my hand to block it, but when it got about three inches from me it veered off and slammed into the ground hard. I pulled back in surprise then looked up at Alixant. 
 
    "It takes a bit to learn to cast so the object being deflected goes straight down and not to the side or up. And putting it on someone else took more offering than I thought. At this rate my hair might be short again if we can't get this resolved before too long." 
 
    Guilt hit me and it blew away most of my resentment. He'd had a tussle with a Fire mage before I met him, and he, Niall, and Chris all had their hair burned almost to crew cuts before they were assigned to Atlanta. Even now, and I suspected he took as many prenatal vitamins as I did, his hair just reached to the top of his shoulders.  
 
    "How much?" I asked, my voice meek. Depriving another mage of their offerings was both a valid strategy and rude as all get out.  
 
    He smirked. "About half an inch off eight strands." I rolled my eyes and turned away, my guilt evaporating. "Hey, I'm a merlin. Maybe not with a familiar, but I can do impressive magic too. It will add up after a while. Wait until you get to the cosmetic offering classes. They treat it as an elective but trust me, you want to take that one." 
 
    "Yeah, Jo mentioned it for next semester and Sable says she took it last semester. Taught her a lot." 
 
    We emerged onto the path to the buildings I needed and I felt eyes on me. I turned but couldn't see anyone. I couldn't even see where Carelian might be. 
 
    "Something up?" he asked, watching me as if I might attack him.  
 
    "Just feels like someone is watching me."  
 
    "Hmmm," he murmured and came to a sudden halt frowning. But then he relaxed. "I can't sense anyone but the few people we see and some animals. Though I can't sense Carelian either." 
 
    "Okay. So far, I'm not worried about animals." 
 
    "You do remember what killed the guy that took shots at you at school, right? Where Indira showed up?" He was giving me a funny look and I just blinked at him.  
 
    "Umm? No? I mean, I think Indira said he was dead. That was all kinda fuzzy in my brain. I know they found the weapon. I thought she killed him." I had blocked that out of my thoughts and now I castigated myself over it. 
 
    How could I be so stupid? I knew people were trying to kill me. Why wasn't I asking about what interfered? I am such a moron. 
 
    "We don't know. They have it categorized as 'magic-probably'. But it was big, efficient, and got in and out without Indira being able to catch it. Though from your calls and the timeline there was almost ten minutes where it could have happened with no one the wiser."  
 
    "Oh." I took that in and frowned as we walked. "So what now?" 
 
    Alixant lifted his hand in a dismissive manner. "Now? I teach you more about shields and convince you that if you use magic in a way that you weren't trained for, or isn't in that book I gave you, you never tell anyone. Blame luck, or an existing magic. I'd rather you claim you used a branch you were null in and just cite being a double merlin and having a familiar and always, I can't stress this enough, always inflate the cost. Make the costs be significant even if you have to lie. Or better yet, learn to lie without lying." 
 
    "What does 'learn to lie without lying' mean? And why do I need to learn that?" I demanded. Lies never worked out for me and I usually just avoided answering. Made life much simpler. 
 
    "Remember Francine? She can hear lies when you say them. So don't lie. Example - when I asked you what you did to the guy that tried to kill you a few days ago, rather than replying with what you did, don't tell anyone what you did," he ground out again. I rolled my eyes at him. 
 
    "Yes, I got that." 
 
    He gave me a sidelong look but continued. "You would just say you used your magic to find him and stop him. No details, but no lie. Lying is dangerous but in your case the truth might get you executed." Alixant glanced at me again. "Note the difference in the words. Murder is what those guys are trying to do. Execute is what I would do." 
 
    Hot coffee couldn't disperse the cold that shot through my body, but that didn't stop me from taking a large gulp. It didn't help.  
 
    "And the difference?" 
 
    He didn't respond, just kept walking. I knew the difference. They were trying to kill me for money or a reward. He'd be ordered to put down a dangerous mage. A ronin.  
 
    We didn't talk the rest of the walk to class, though he was on high alert and Carelian kept pinging me with purrs to let me know he lurked nearby, but I didn't see him until we walked up the stairs to my first class, when he whipped through the doors and to my side, but a good foot away. Carelian glared at Alixant. The man sighed and something fell away from me, though I couldn't have said what.  
 
    "She's safe now, cat. Which is what we're trying to keep her," Alixant groused at Carelian. Carelian ignored him and twined around my legs. 
 
    "Thanks. I'm going to get to class. I'll see you after?" 
 
    "No, Indira will pick you up and show you time shields that you should be able to replicate. They are actually a side effect, not what you try to do." He gave me a smile. "Really Cori, we just want you to live long enough to…" he broke off and shrugged. "I don't know. Be something amazing. I'll see you after classes." 
 
    I nodded expecting him to walk away, but he just looked at the door and nodded at me. I rolled my eyes and headed into class. History was my first class that morning, and the teacher assigned the mid-term paper I'd expected. Nothing too worrisome—ten pages on the origin of the draft in another country. Given my current issues, I selected Japan, thinking any insight into all this mess could only be a good thing.  
 
    All through class I waited, expecting something. I'd never been attacked in class and today didn't change that. Outside a few odd looks and no one sitting by me, nothing happened. I waited until most of the class had left before heading to the door. Indira stood there and I had the awful feeling of being a kid escorted from class to class because they couldn't be trusted.  
 
    "Morning, Cori. Biology lab next?" 
 
    I nodded. There wasn't a huge amount of time between classes and getting to lab early gave you time to get equipment and set up. 
 
    "Carelian, are you going to go to class with her, or wait in the park?" Indira asked, looking at Carelian as he wound around my legs like a desperate eel. 
 
    He froze. I watched his tail flick then slump and he turned and headed out the door, disappearing before I could say anything.  
 
    "I guess that answers the question. You ready? This will feel a bit funny and you'll have to move in tandem with me. It's harder than it looks." 
 
    I felt a little panicked as I looked at her. "No?" 
 
    Indira just smiled, making her a stunning beauty for a minute, then the world stopped. Or it slowed so much it looked like it stopped. "Step with me in unison," she said, her voice coaxing. 
 
    Maybe I looked as freaked out as I felt, but I watched her feet and moved, left, right, left with her. She wasn't that much shorter than me, so by the time we got out of the hall and down the steps we had hit a pattern. 
 
    "How does this work?" I asked when I thought I could keep the steps constant without watching her feet. 
 
    "Time magic can go one of two ways, speed up or slow down. Technically it can go in reverse, but you rarely want to do that with humans in the bubble, things go wrong." She shuddered a bit at that. "Time isn't linear regardless of what history wants us to think. But this?" Indira waved around us as we walked. "This is me moving us a few seconds forward in time. Anyone trying to attack or hit you will hit where you were a few seconds ago, not where you are now. If they did a gas attack or a wide scale attack like a missile then it might get you, but I can also jump us forward further with a thought. Watch."  
 
    Around us the world stutter stepped and then seemed to resume its even slower motion. 
 
    "Isn't this expensive?" I asked, eyeing her long hair and nails, wondering what sort of debt I was incurring. 
 
    "Yes and no. The spell itself barely costs a thousand molecules. But we both pay the price," she admitted.  
 
    "What price?" I wanted to stop and stare at her, but the idea of falling out of a time bubble terrified me. 
 
    "You'll see. It isn't that big of a cost, but it is part of dealing with time. Beside we're almost there." She pointed at the lab building we were rapidly approaching. "We will stop right inside the doors, it should be relatively safe." 
 
    I bit my tongue and waited. We stepped inside and Indira smiled. "Take a breath and let it out." I did and something rippled through me, making my breath ripple and shudder, and I felt odd. Like my lungs had stuttered, then everything, the world, the people, even the surrounding sounds were back to normal. "Labs." 
 
    "What was that?" I demanded, feeling even more freaked out. When she had walked back to me looking like an avenging goddess when the guys was shooting at me, the cost for being that imposing hadn't been on my mind.  
 
    "There is always a cost for time. In this case, you aged the fifteen seconds I had us out of sync with reality. Time can't be cheated and you will always pay the amount of time you step out of time. It is unavoidable." She didn't seem worried, just stating a fact, and I accepted the information but didn't process it. This would take some thought to process. Could you step so far out of sync that the coming back would age you to death? 
 
    "Thanks. You're picking me up after class?" 
 
    "Pretty much daily until we can get this taken care of." I couldn't hear resentment in her tone, but I assumed it was there anyhow. I'd be resentful if I had to ferry a student around from place to place. 
 
    "Thanks," I said with reluctance and then headed into Biology. Whatever time we saved moving in the bubble outside of time had been lost by standing there talking. I needed to get ready for my lab. 
 
    The rest of the day went like that and by the time I got home I didn't know if I'd make it through tomorrow, not to mention the next eighteen months. I'd kill someone or they'd kill me.  
 
    As far as I could figure, I needed to get so I could protect myself and Carelian. Maybe I should move out and get my own place to protect Jo and Sable? I shook my head as Alixant stayed until I shut the door behind me. Jo and Sable were already home. I smiled at them but didn't talk, just headed to my room, Carelian on my heels. 
 
    Flopping on the bed and staring at the ceiling provided no answers. Groaning I sat back up. I had a paper to write, chapters to read, and a chem test tomorrow to study for. Self-pity did me no good.  
 
    Changing clothes, I grabbed my phone to check for missed messages before I headed back out. I'd been leaving it on silent except for my favorites, which were Jo and the Guzman's. 
 
    I should probably add Sable to that. 
 
    A message waited for me. I hit play with a touch of apprehension as there wasn't a name associated with the number. "Cori Munroe, this is Joanna Snowden. Indira told me you want to join Emrys. If it's convenient tonight I could meet you and let you sign the membership forms and take the oath. Let me know. I'm available until nine. Do be aware I leave to head back to Savannah next week. Thanks." Her number showed up on the screen. 
 
    I wandered out into the kitchen dragging my books and holding my phone. Jo had a simple stew simmering for dinner. Something she'd created in the morning and none of us needed to touch while the crockpot did its magic.  
 
    "Either of you care if the Emrys rep comes by and gets me signed up?" 
 
    Sable set a bowl of stew in front of me. "Not as long as you eat. You look exhausted. I'll get Carelian's dinner out."  
 
    Most of the time I ate in front of the computer, but today that sounded like too much effort so I sat at the table while Carelian sprang into the chair next to me, looking at the table with interest.  
 
    "Okay," I said and took a mouthful of food. It helped. I tried to remember if I'd eaten. Just a protein bar at lunch, Thursdays were busy. All of my days except Wednesdays were busy. I dialed the number. 
 
    "Joanna Snowden." 
 
    "Joanna, this is Cori. Yeah, if you can come over, that would be great. Need my address?" 
 
    "Yep, Indira doesn't share anything." I gave it to her. "Wonderful. That isn't too far from my hotel. Give me thirty minutes." She hung up, and I stared at the phone. 
 
    "Would you two think I was insane if I said I thought this might be a trap? And wonder if we should be ready if we're attacked?" 
 
    Jo turned and looked at me, then she looked at Sable. "No, I don't think you're insane. We should get ready. And I'm worried that I'm starting to see enemies everywhere." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    To have a familiar is every child's dream, and it is a standard trope in fantasy novels for the mage to emerge and have a wondrous familiar there to help them with their quest or defeat the monsters. The truth is only a small percentage of mages ever get familiars, and of those that do, the majority are merlins. But since there are three known hedgemages with familiars nothing is impossible. ~ Magic Explained 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Twenty minutes later when there was a knock at the door, we all looked at each other. Jo had spent the time trying frantically to duplicate Alixant's air shield. We thought we had a poor version figured out. It would stop soft or slower things, but not a bullet. That was why Sable was ready with her fire and water. She'd had another two years of study and had proven to us she could create a shield of ice around someone, holding them immobile for a minute or two. It was why we'd boiled a bunch of water to get more moisture in the air, even with as humid as a Georgia spring was—more water in this case was better.  
 
    Carelian hadn't said much, but he crouched under the chairs around the table, something he wouldn't be able to do easily if he got much bigger, lying in wait. At least he hadn't told us we were idiots for thinking this. I just felt like everyone had a reason to attack me. It made no sense to set myself up for a straightforward attack.  
 
    I checked with Jo and Sable, each on opposite sides of the room, then headed to answer the door. After checking the peephole and seeing it was Joanna, I pulled it open. "Hey, come on in." 
 
    Joanna smiled at me, her long hair in a neat French braid that hit the middle of her back. Dressed in a casual dress suit, she looked professional. 
 
    "Evening, Cori. I'm honored you decided to join the House." Her voice was friendly as we headed to the table. Jo and Sable remained in different parts of the room acting as if they were doing something else, anything else than waiting to attack or defend. We weren't certain which it would be.  
 
    "So here is the paperwork, the commitment to pay the fees during your draft and after, and here are your probationary benefits, here is the paper copy of the oath, and a copy of the rules of the House of Emrys." She talked as she pulled pieces of paper out of her bag. "You won't get your card until about a week from now, and I need to take your pic to get it made." 
 
    Her entire attitude was matter of fact and I pushed the benefits and the rules to one side, focusing on the oath and the commitment. The commitment was exactly what she had explained before, with the promise to pay the membership dues either monthly or yearly, and the clause that they wouldn't come due until I started my draft. There wasn't anything there I hadn't expected. I glanced at her, but she just sat there friendly and waiting.  
 
    "Do you have questions?" 
 
    "Not yet. I mean, I see nothing in the contract that you didn't explain. Give me a minute to look at the oath." 
 
    "Sure. It isn't super specific. I know some other houses have a lot more buried in them, but we try to keep it simple at Emrys. Making it complicated usually backfires—badly." Her tone had a wryness to it that spoke of experience and I wanted to ask what prompted that. But since I still didn't think I could trust her, I didn't. 
 
    Stupid adulting. How sad is it that having my own place with parents that ignored my existence is looking idyllic? 
 
    I focused on the oath, but still watched her out of the corner of my eye. The spilt attention was rapidly giving me a headache. 
 
    I (state name here) agree to not take action against the House of Emrys or other members without presenting my case to the council. I agree to publicly uphold the rules and regulations of the OMO. I swear that I will take no action to harm another member of the house without sanction. I agree to abide by the decisions of the ruling council regarding any public actions. I agree to follow the directions of any house manager while staying at an Emrys house or I will leave. Above all, I swear to not disclose in a public venue any discussions brought before the council. I (state name here) swear to uphold all these to the best of my ability on (state date here) so help me magic. 
 
    The words both made sense and didn't. I read it three times, with intent, before I looked her in the eyes. "I don't understand. Why the stress on public actions and what is this about the council and sanctions?" 
 
    Joanna quirked a side of her mouth but remained relaxed. Was that a good sign or a bad? I so wasn't cut out for this cloak and dagger stuff.  
 
    "We are well aware that there are other ways to use magic outside the official spells. We require our members to not be public about them. It scares people and then government has a tendency to step in and eliminate everything that might fuel the return of anything similar to the Salem Witch trials." 
 
    That surprised me. While magic hadn't existed back then, or at least not at the widespread level it was in the mid-1800s, history suspected at least one or two of the witches were actual mages. The trials and riots and general hysteria had resulted in the deaths of over three hundred people as the fear spread through the colonies. How many had been mages and how many had been average people swept up in it was anyone's guess.  
 
    "Basically, don't go public with anything not on the official list, or make damn sure you can explain it away as a merlin-level use of the official spells. As to the council, people are people and when merlins get nasty the level of devastation can be extreme. We provide a nonbiased council to provide feedback and settle disputes. We also discuss new magic that is discovered and when it might be appropriate to disclose it to the OMO and the public. As to the house manager, that means don't be an ass. Some people think they can trash the place because they are merlins. Most of the house managers are as well. So either do what they say or leave. That one just helps keep some of the younger merlins from being assholes." 
 
    Her blunt tone made me snicker and I read it again. After everything Alixant said block at going public made sense, but I thought only a few people knew about the stuff that wasn't on the list. "What is this sanction thing? And action against another member?" 
 
    "Sometimes there isn't anything that can be settled. As an example, one merlin rapes another. There isn't anything to settle there and it isn't like going to the police will stop it from happening again. We ask the merlin that was wronged to present evidence to the council—and the accused can if they wish. If they agree it is rape, the wronged mage has the right to take ultimate justice, just not publicly. In other words, if we agree you were raped you have the right to kill your rapist as long as it isn't in a splashy way." 
 
    "You condone murder?" I blurted, staring at her, feeling like I'd fallen into a rabbit hole. Again. 
 
    "Condone? No. We just won't take any action against you if it is sanctioned by the council." Her calm tone didn't make me feel any better. "And remember, according to the courts the penalty for a magical rapist is death ." 
 
    "How often does this happen? Not the rape, but people coming up and petitioning?" And what in the world would I do if someone did that to me? 
 
    "Not as often anymore. The newer merlins regard it with the same level of horror you do. The older ones, well either they've already removed all their obstacles or don't care anymore. But merlins have bigger egos than most and it is best to deal with it before an impartial panel than out in public." 
 
    "What happens if they do? I mean this just says I agree not to. What if I killed someone with," I almost stumbled and said soul magic, but managed to change it, "with Time or Psychic?" 
 
    She didn't respond but reached over and pushed the rules towards me. I glanced at her and started to read. Most of this was what I expected and boiled down to don't be a dick, don't break the law on our property, and pay on time. The last page is what she wanted me to see. This one I read four times, wanting to make sure I understood it completely. 
 
    "This says if I break the rules, the least punishment is I will be banned from the House of Emrys and ten years of dues will be withdrawn from my accounts. If I break the magic prohibitions and the government or OMO steps in, they will provide all information possible on me, declare me persona non grata, and order none within the house to give me assistance, or as they call it succor." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And you're okay with this?" The words came out as a squeaked protest and I got up to get water, needing to move. To think. 
 
    "Cori—in the last two decades, this has happened three times. Once for a serial killer that no one knew existed until he killed the child of a merlin, and twice more for people that committed major crimes in public. I believe you have heard of the Time Bomber?" 
 
    I had. He'd devised a way to create mini bubbles of time and would walk in and randomly launch them, then speed the time up. People would have their hand wither before them, aged to over a hundred in a few seconds. He would cause issues with hospitals by doing it on their equipment. He was taken down and what? I frowned trying to remember. "I know they caught him, but I don't remember what happened. I don't recall a trial." 
 
    "There wasn't one. The current head of Emrys executed him. He'd broken the oath and the OMO declared him Ronin." I swallowed, taken aback by word usage again—executed. It sounded so finite and simple. "Everything was smoothed over." She sighed and leaned forward. "Cori, unless you are planning on taking up a life of crime, killing children, or becoming a terrorist, this is not anything you need to worry about. The possible risks are outweighed by the benefits. Legal, financial, and job assistance. No one that is a member of this house or of Nyx can accept a contract to kill or hurt you without breaking the oath. There will be people to talk to who get what it is like to be powerful." 
 
    "Hey, I don't think I'm special because I'm, well whatever I am," I protested looking guiltily at Jo. She rolled her eyes at me and winked. "And what do you mean 'and Nyx'?" 
 
    "You are special. And Indira knows it. Having good friends is something priceless and I hope by all the planes it never changes. But many people can't handle the power difference and it eats at them. While I don't know if you even have a match in power, you'll find people to talk about the challenges. More merlins than mages have familiars and talking about them can help too." 
 
    ~My queans. All mine.~ The plural and the possessive growl made me want to stick my head under the table and look at him. I managed not to. 
 
    "As to Nyx. We have a reciprocation agreement. We will not attack any of theirs and they will not attack any of ours. It helped calm some issues a decade or so ago." 
 
    "Okay." I stared at the paper. Doubt, fear, worry, and a strong desire to just go pull all the covers over my head waged a war in me. But I needed the support and removing any member of these societies from trying to kill me would also help.  
 
    How did I end up here? Why? 
 
    There weren't any answers. "Can I leave? I mean, if I decide to leave the society?" I blurted out the words. 
 
    Joanna nodded. "Yes. There are penalties if you leave before your decade is up, as you committed to that. But if you want to walk away, it is however many years you have left of dues plus two years. At that point everything is dissolved along with any responsibilities you have to us." 
 
    The amount of money that represented made me sick. "You're sure I'll get a job that will let me pay that sort of money?" 
 
    This time she laughed looking at me. "Cori, with your magic levels along with the R&D places that will be begging you to work for them, you'll make that much money in a month. If you change your mind before you start your draft, there are no fines. We understand that college is a time of change and experimentation and we want to make sure the people in Emrys want to be in Emrys." 
 
    I read everything again, waiting for her to attack or something. Even Jo and Sable had sat down and were trying to keep busy. "Okay. I'll sign." 
 
    "Great. I hope you enjoy it as much as I have over the years." I signed where she pointed and then stood and said the oath. At the last, I felt a flush of heat wash over me, then gone.  
 
    "It's done. All the contact information is in there as well as the chat groups and website information. You'll be prompted to create a login. Give me at least 48 hours to get all your information into the system," she said as she snapped a pic of me for my ID and recorded my OMO number. "Call me if you have questions, and good luck. I'll get the news of your joining spread as far as I can. It might help to get people to step back." 
 
    "Thanks," I said and rose with her, tensing, ready for the attack. 
 
    "Night, ladies." She gave all of us a grin and left, the soft click of her shoes the last sound I heard as I closed the door. 
 
    "Well that was anticlimactic," Sable said. We all looked at each other and collapsed into exhausted laughter. If an assassin didn't kill me, the jumping at shadows just might. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    Magic Explained has a new ongoing blog series. All information presented on this blog has been thoroughly researched and vetted by OMO officials. Check in weekly to see how magic affects the world and how it works. The newest section will deal with Air magic and using it in various industries. ~Magic Explained Online 
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    The next few weeks seemed the same endless torture. I went to class every day with Alixant acting like a silent shadow. Half the time he barely grunted at me but would yell if I lagged or walked too fast. He surrounded me with wind and more than once a student stumbled into me, only to get shoved violently to the ground, much to their surprise. Indira at least could keep me out of sync, but even she was getting shorter and shorter with me. And the feeling of being watched every time I was outside was about to drive me crazy. If I looked, there were always people watching me, though usually with curiosity or suspicion. And Carelian would just respond he didn't see any person paying special attention to me.  
 
    In most of my classes the only thing resembling a friend was Charles. While I sat with Jo in Magic 101 lab, I began to sit with Charles in History on Tuesdays and Thursdays. He didn't say much, but he'd smile, Arachena would chitter and Carelian would do something. Commune? Talk? Stare? I couldn't figure it out, but occasionally she'd jump off Charles' shoulder and walk up and down on Carelian's back, her legs pumping up and down, while Carelian purred so loud students would glare at us. 
 
    I just smiled back at them and hated that I took pleasure in their flinching back. 
 
    Neither Alixant nor Indira would tell me anything about what was going on, and I just wanted to be left alone. Even in the apartment at night I felt under scrutiny and it was driving me crazy. All I did was study. I even had to let Sable and Jo take Carelian out to play because I couldn't be seen in such an open area and stationary for so long. No one, including Carelian, seemed worried about him being taken or hurt. 
 
    Which left me sitting in my apartment when I wasn't in class. On the upside, my grades were looking good, but my mood was foul. Bad enough that I knew I had to change something before my roommates killed me. 
 
    "Spring break is next week. Why don't you two go up and see your parents for a few days? Then go up to Chattanooga and explore. Go downtown and enjoy some you time," I said the Monday before spring break. GA MageTech's breaks made little sense to me. This year it was the first week in April and the semester ended the last week of May. But Jo's grades were up, so I knew she could get out and go have fun, not be part of my prison camp. 
 
    "Mami will ask where you are," Jo protested, but I knew she liked the idea. Loving me was one thing, not getting any alone time with your lover was something else. Sable had gone out with her dad for the evening. I liked him, but I understood why he was so worried about his daughter being around me. I would be.  
 
    "Tell her the truth. I'm basically under house arrest until this thing with Japan settles down. I'm still hoping that joining Emrys will help. But it gives me some time to veg out, and you two can get away." I kept my voice upbeat. The last thing I could do would be reveal how much I wanted to go get a hug from Marisol and have her tell me it would all be okay. 
 
    Jo still looked at me doubtfully. "I know you were originally planning on working this week." 
 
    "Yeah, well. That isn't happening. It's fine. I still have enough to do to keep busy and a night or two of pizza and watching movies sounds kinda nice." It didn't, not really. Going out and having pizza and going to the movies sounded awesome. Staying home, not so much. 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "Yes, get. Get through this week and take off Friday." I waved my hand, grinning at her. If I wasn't careful, people trying to kill me would chase her away or kill her instead. And I'd burn down the world before I let her get hurt again. Only the anger in her voice when I offered to walk away kept me here. But she couldn't get hurt again. Just couldn't. 
 
    The smile that lit up her face told me everything I wanted to know. They left by three on Friday. I got a text message as they pulled out. With a sigh, I texted that I wished them well and headed to my last class. Law. It was never boring. Odd and scary sometimes, but never boring. When the class ended, I grabbed my stuff, Carelian trailing behind me, and went down to meet Alixant, bracing myself for a fight. 
 
    "I need to go to the library," I said, looking at him. I felt exhausted, and I knew he'd make it something I had to argue for. Which just set my teeth on edge another few degrees.  
 
    "No. I've got other stuff to do tonight." 
 
    "Look, just because you have a date with Indira,"—the flush on his face told me I'd hit a tender spot and my eyes narrowed, now even more annoyed—"I still need to get some materials to finish papers and lay out my magical experiments for my other class. Unless, of course, she'll just give me an A without needing to do the work." I didn't think she'd do that, and I knew I'd never accept it. But the taunt made him stiffen. 
 
    "In and out. You get what you need, then back to your secured apartment." 
 
    I'd never asked what they'd done to secure my apartment—the extent they would tell us is we needed to invite the person in. Otherwise they couldn't get in. That was all I wanted to know at this point.  
 
    "I'll take the time I need. I have to find the material, then get it, then make sure I don't need to go back this weekend. I'm having pizza and watching movies. I won't leave this weekend and I'll ask Indira to take me on a shopping trip next week." 
 
    "Fine," he growled out and we headed to the library. Well, he stalked beside me, the wind shield keeping me oddly surrounded by silence. He dropped the shield when we reached the library, but he followed me up and down every aisle until I had the four books I needed. While the internet was great to find out the basis of the stories and experiments I needed, it wasn't enough to write papers or figure out expected results from.  
 
    On the way back, not glancing my way at all, he spoke. "I know this has to be rough. I swear people are trying to get this squashed, but as far as we can tell there are still hits out on you. Give us more time." We entered the park as he spoke. On the Friday of spring break the area felt like a ghost town, and just as empty.  
 
    Maybe if he'd been conciliatory or even apologetic, I might have let it slide; but I missed having a life. I hated this and hated that the people I spent the most time with were the ones I barely liked.  
 
    "Rough? I have strangers in every aspect of my life. I can't go see the people I love like family. Hell, I can't even take my familiar to the park. I've tried very hard to not be rude or difficult, but if this continues, I'll tell everyone to go take a flying leap and I'll quit. Not like I'm not used to not having anything or being hated." I spat the words, and he stiffened, whirling on me. 
 
    "Now look here. I get this wasn't your idea—" 
 
    "My idea? It was bad enough you got me tested when I had no idea I was a mage, and frankly if I had never found out I would never have used it anyhow." I felt a bit of guilt about that statement, I mean, I had been planning on getting tested. "And then the second damn test? Making me the freak that everyone stares at? Yes, you've made my life so pleasant." Maybe that wasn't a hundred percent accurate, but I just wanted him to go away. 
 
    He tried to protest again, maybe something softened in his face. I didn't care. 
 
    "Let's not even mention the cop Jonas checking in on me every few days and cautioning me not to leave the area without letting them know." He stiffened at that and stared at me.  
 
    "She's what?" 
 
    "You heard me. I'm basically being told I can't go anywhere because they don't want to risk people getting hurt. Please tell me exactly how this is anything I asked for?" I wanted something else to throw in his face, but as fast as the anger came, it was fading. I just wanted to go home. 
 
    "Cori, you're being—" He broke off and looked towards the trees at the same time something hit the shield and slammed into the ground at my feet, distracting me. I stared at the throwing star laying there.  
 
    "Throwing stars? Really? My life is not a movie!" Bullets I expected, it was America after all, but who in the world used throwing stars? 
 
    "Cori down!" Alixant gestured and my feet were swept out from underneath me. I landed hard. The books in my backpack left indents on my back and I could feel bruises forming. "Don't move." 
 
    "I wasn't moving, I was standing there." I couldn't get up, I couldn't do anything but watch. And I watched Steven Alixant perform magic. 
 
    Outside of Indira and the maniac Paul Goins, I'd never really seen magic. Not big movie magic. The little stuff, sure. But something to make me stare? No. I knew Alixant was a Pattern merlin with pale Earth and Air, and strong in Water. But outside of Chris's little example back when we were still trying to find Goins, I'd never seen Pattern used as a skill. Just about every mage stayed under the radar and never did anything flashy.  
 
    Today I saw what I'd only seen in movies. 
 
    The ground shook as Alixant turned and wind whipped around him like a hurricane, but it was directed out towards the trees. A man, yelling and trying to turn to face Alixant, rose high in the air. Another man stepped out from behind a tree and sprinted towards Alixant's back.  
 
    "Alixant, look out!" I yelled, but my words were whipped away before the sound cleared my bubble of air. A torrent of fire came from the man, headed right towards Alixant, but it hit wind and spun down. Alixant turned and looked at the man, who snarled, the fire dying even as the ground at Alixant's feet began to smoke.  
 
    Alixant glanced down and sneered. "Really? You're, what, a magician? Not even a wizard? You think that trick will stop me?" Water pooled at Alixant's feet, creating steam as he walked forward. The man's clothes began to unravel and he snarled and spun, fire streaking towards a bright red furry figure motionless under a bench. 
 
    "CARELIAN RUN!" I screamed the words so hard my throat hurt. The red figure moved, streaking towards me. The guy attacking us turning to follow his path as fireballs shot forward. 
 
    I shredded the shield around me with magic as I reached for Carelian. I grabbed the earth in the lawn creating a barrier and blocking the fire streaking towards my familiar. The man turned to look at me and snarled, two more fireballs coming towards me. I panicked and pulled on Time. A bubble formed around me and I stood and ran, moving towards Carelian, who had stopped, fur puffed out and eyes wild in the shelter of an earthen wall I'd ripped from the ground. 
 
    With an effort, though it felt like dropping Murphy's Curse or Alixant's shield around me, I dismissed time. I felt the few seconds hit me, even as the fireballs impacted where I'd been. I scooped up Carelian in my arms as the man Alixant had thrown into the air stepped forward and grinned. He was closer than I expected, and I could see his tattoo. Spirit mage. His smile had nothing but cruelty in it as he smiled at me, then Alixant. 
 
    "Oh, fuck me," I heard Alixant say behind me.  
 
    The enemy mage threw his head back and lashed forward. I felt pain splinter my mind, and Carelian cry out in my head. I heard a screech, long, deep, and more terrifying than anything else I'd ever heard. The last sound that followed me into darkness was sound of screaming. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Spirit Merlins are more mysterious than most. At the time of this writing there are only 2000 Spirit merlins alive and registered with the OMO. This is out of the thirty-four thousand active merlins. No one knows why the numbers are so low for this category and most countries hoard them, refusing to let them assist other countries. Oddly, Australia has the most at two-hundred-fifty, and of those ninety are Aborigines. The OMO has made no comment about the disparity. ~ Magic Explained 
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    The pounding in my head pulled me to consciousness. I lay there, eyes closed as I tried to breathe through the pain. The familiar rumble curled up at my side allowed some fear and stress to fade, though it did nothing for the headache. 
 
    ~I apologize for the headache, it is a side effect of the twisted way your opponent used his magic,~ a strange voice said in my head. 
 
    I jerked upright intending to look around to see who had spoken, but the splitting headache forced a cry from between my lips and I curled over my knees sobbing in pain. 
 
    ~Here. Water will help.~ Something bumped against my hand at the words. 
 
    I cracked open my eyes, even the dim light sending daggers into my skull. A bottle of water, condensation gathering on the outside, floated in front of me. At this point, poisoning me would be overkill. I could barely process thoughts, why bother to kill me? Moving slowly, even thinking hurt, I took the water, cracked it open and drained it. The icy liquid coating my throat did help. The sensations were psychosomatic, but still I could feel the blinding pain fade as I drank. My eyes closed to protect what brain cells I had left. 
 
    Maybe that KO spell siphons water from your brain or something.  
 
    An idle thought, but I poked at it as I let the water work into me. Magic hurt more than I had expected it to. 
 
    As I sat there, Carelian rumbling by my side, I reached out to pet him. 
 
    ~My quean well?~ 
 
    "Getting better," I rasped. The air smelled clean, fresh, as if we were in the mountains far away from the city and I felt my heart squeeze tight. I managed to open my eyes and take in my surroundings. The bed I sat on was made of blankets and feathers, wonderfully soft, and nothing I'd ever seen. Simple walls of wood and a roof that looked like it was made of palm fronds or some other grassy leaf rose above me. The only sounds were of leaves, Carelian, and the song of birds in the distance. 
 
    Oh shit, shit, shit. 
 
    I swallowed hard as I heard a sound I couldn't place. It sounded like scale and feathers and a rumble that wasn't a purr or a laugh, but I had the image of a chuffing tiger in my head. I turned to look where the sound had come from and froze. 
 
    Seeing the unicorn, the thing from Chaos, and even the Gorgon Tirsane had created a level of shock and awe. But I'd seen them from a distance first, had time to accept their existence before I saw them up close. It also helped immensely that they had not paid attention to me until the end, and by that time I'd gotten myself under control. This time the creature sitting not ten feet away from me paid no attention to anyone or anything else, great yellow green eyes locked on mine. 
 
    Griffin! 
 
    That word spiraled in my head in various levels of intensity and the griffin winced. The clear light displayed everything the typical description of one always had. White feathered head with a raptor's yellow beak, a lion's tawny body with wings at the shoulders, front lion claws, and a tail with a tuft of feathers. But all the descriptions didn't begin to touch on what he actually looked like. The tawny fur shimmered in the light like liquid gold, the feathers started at dark purple at his shoulders and lightened to the palest lavender at the ends. His eyes glowed with power and I wanted to cringe away from his gaze. Then there were his paws. They were bigger than my head and I could only imagine how long and deadly the claws would be. 
 
    Water splashed on my hand and I looked down to realize I was shaking so hard the condensation on the bottle was scattering on me like rain. 
 
    ~Girl, what are you so afraid of?~ The voice, now that I could concentrate on it and not the splitting pain in my head, the voice called to mind wind and leaves and the purr of a lion, and was wholly masculine. 
 
    "That, tha—" I stuttered and licked suddenly dry lips. I forced myself to breathe in and continue. "That you're going to kill me and eat me," I said, my voice still squeaking. 
 
    The griffon, or was it gryphon, looked at me then down at Carelian who still leaned against me purring. Then it started to shake, a weird snorting noise coming out of his beak. 
 
    "Ummm?" 
 
    ~Cori,~ Carelian said, laughter coating his words. ~If Baneyarl planned on eating you, why would he bring you here and serve you water? Why would I be here and not trying to kill anyone that dared to touch my quean?~ 
 
    It was the most I'd ever heard Carelian say at once. Meanwhile, the magnificent animal kept snickering and I felt my face flush. When he put it that way my question seemed really stupid. I looked around more closely. The place reminded me of a treehouse with a large porch on one side and more rooms down a hallway out of my sight. 
 
    "So, you aren't planning on killing me. Why am I here? Where is here? And..." I trailed off looking around, dread supplanting the fear. "Where is Alixant?" 
 
    The laughter died a bit at a time, though I suspected Carelian still laughed at me. The griffin shook itself and I had to resist the urge to reach out and pet him, even if I thought he might eat me. Instead I sank my hands into Carelian's fur, it seemed a much safer option. 
 
    ~The one that fought for you?~ I nodded at the question, still watching, half expecting him to pounce. ~Ah, he is alive, though I will keep him slumbering until we leave. You are in my home in what you term the Spirit plane, though that is not at all accurate.~ A note of disapproval at the inaccurate term infused his words and just hearing that so clearly made it truly register this was all via telepathy or something like it. 
 
    "Not that I'm complaining, but why am I here? Why do you care?" I knew I should probably go check on Alixant, but even if he was dead what was I going to do about it? Besides, familiars were supposed to be trustworthy and Carelian didn't seem upset. 
 
    ~I believe your companion is better suited to answer that question.~  
 
    My companion? 
 
    I turned to look at Carelian, who found his tail of very great interest. "Carelian?" 
 
    He didn't look at me, just flicked his ears backwards.  
 
    ~Carelian, this was your request, you are responsible for telling her.~ The rumble of Baneyarl's voice in my head caused goosebumps to ride up and down my spine, but I didn't look away from the cat who was trying very hard to ignore both of us.  
 
    ~Carelian Tail-lash Xeonise, tell her!~ The snap of command made me flinch, and Carelian lifted his head to hiss, but then rose and stretched, walking, I noticed, away from me.  
 
    ~You are my powerful quean. Very powerful. You needed training. Your humans and their twisted understanding cannot provide. I asked for a teacher. Baneyarl said yes.~ He paused to sharpen his claws on the post of the room. 
 
    "A teacher? I don't understand." 
 
    ~You are quean, you need to understand magic. The rigid rules they put around it are right but wrong. Magic not so structured.~ He hissed in my mind and I shivered, it felt funny. ~You explain. This is not my area.~ While I heard the words, I knew they weren't directed at me and I shifted my attention to the griffin. 
 
    ~Your focus is much given to avoidance and obfuscation, but it is not his area of expertise, that is true. But first.~ He rose to his full height and a wave of atavistic fear lashed at me again. His head almost brushed the top of the room we were in. He easily had to be the size of a Clydesdale and probably weighed about the same. I wanted to scoot back, away from his predator state, but I stayed frozen watching. 
 
    With his wings half mantled, he dipped his head. ~I am Baneyarl ni Keriseo. Carelian asked me to teach you if I found you suitable. I have watched you for many cycles of the sun and I believe you will do well to with the information I have to impart. It has been many seasons since I last had an apprentice.~ 
 
    He turned and picked up a book and as he did so I realized his paws weren't paws like a normal cat, but more like Carelian's with long fingers and an opposable thumb that retracted into a fist-like shape to walk on. The closest I could think of was how apes walked with their hands in fists, but this seemed more flexible and less boney. I'd have to investigate Carelian's paws again.  
 
    ~You are skilled in Spirit, but also blessed with access to the other realms of magic. I would teach you what my teachers passed down to me in how to use the magic of Spirit, of all magics, instead of just the forms.~ I knew he meant Spirit as he talked, but he used another word that sounded different but meant what I thought of as Spirit, yet wasn't. 
 
    "You want to teach me? As an apprentice?" That word worried me a lot. It seemed like more owing. "What would be involved in that? I still have to go to school and learn. I can't just bail." 
 
    Or if I could, why the hell have I been bothering with all of this crap over the last few months? 
 
    Griffin faces aren't really made for smiling, but I swear he grinned at me. ~Carelian did say you were a wise and cautious mage. I am bored and you may prove interesting.~ He seemed to shrug, but I caught something else in his tone that while not a lie wasn't all of it. ~An oath not to use what I teach you against me unless in defense of your life. Basically, if I decide to lose what capability for reason I possess and attack you, feel free to defend your life and honor, otherwise you will not attack me with your magic.~ 
 
    I frowned, things popping off in my brain. "That doesn't really say much. I mean I could still kill you with a gun or use magic around you without using it on you. So why bother? Either I wouldn't betray you or I would, the oath won't prevent that." 
 
    His head tilted, a very birdlike move, then pivoted to look to where Carelian was prowling on his rafters. I really wanted more time to look and explore this place, but now wasn't the time. 
 
    ~You are correct. She is smart.~ 
 
    ~My powerful quean,~ Carelian murmured, pride in his voice. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Don't act so smug. Not like you had anything to do with me being smart." The griffin moved or his wings did and something about it made me think of a shrugging gesture. "Did he?" 
 
    ~She is powerful and curious, she seeks and probes. She will be a difficult student. A challenging one.~ 
 
    ~I chose queans well. I have three. They are all powerful. She would be an asset to your reputation.~ Carelian hadn't come back over to us, and I glared at both of them. This was starting to feel like a conversation with Indira and Alixant. 
 
    ~True, but much trouble. Very well, I will educate her in the truths of magic. But you know they will notice.~ Baneyarl had settled back down, preening his feathers. One advantage to telepathy—you could do things with your mouth at the same time as you talked, but the idea of using my mouth to groom myself made me wrinkle my nose. 
 
    ~They should notice. She is powerful. A True Quean.~ There was something about how Carelian said it that time as opposed to all the other times. I could hear the capitals in the words. My frayed nerves shredded.  
 
    "What are you two talking about? What is a quean? And who is they?" 
 
    Baneyarl looked up and through me. For a minute I thought he was peering into my soul. Maybe into my future. ~Do you want me to train you? I will teach you the truths of magic. That it is a living thing you have connected with. That all things cost, but a focus lowers the cost. A triad lowers it more. You can do brilliant things.~ 
 
    "Why? Why do you want to do this? Why me?" I wanted to cry or scream. All I had wanted was a good job and my own place. To do the small things without counting pennies. And here I sat, a griffin offering me something I knew most mages would sell their limbs for. 
 
    ~Reasons. Do you want to learn? You would be able to protect yourself and no longer need others to be your shield.~ 
 
    That idea sounded so good. But still I hesitated. Everyone wanted me lately and I didn't understand why. I hated not understanding motivations.  
 
    "And the cost?" 
 
    Baneyarl tilted his head one way, then the other. ~Three things, I think. One is your promise not to attack me with any means.~ Again that feeling he was smiling at me. ~Unless I attack you first. Second, you will not tell other mages that you are learning from me. They would not take it well, I believe. Third, at some point in your life you will make a decision that much will ride on. I ask you to hear me out if I come to discuss your decision. Note that I am not requesting you agree with me. I am requesting that you listen to my arguments about that decision.~ 
 
    "Decision, what decision?" 
 
    ~I don't know. It may be the name of your first child? It may be you deciding whether to kill someone or yourself. I ask that you listen to me and let me try to sway you with my argument.~ 
 
    I leaned back, licking my lips as I thought. "Could I get another bottle of water?" 
 
    One floated out of the room beyond and into my hands, icy cold again.  
 
    ~Portable light containers are of great utility, too bad there is no clean way to return them to their original elements.~ 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked mainly because I wanted time to think and to figure out any pitfalls. What harm could there be in listening to one side of an argument? 
 
    ~Fire melts it into a lump, it ignores water, it does not feed insects or plants. All you can do is break it back down into its original elements and then dispose of those properly.~ 
 
    Oh yeah, plastic the bane of recycling everywhere. Wait, break it down?  
 
    Ideas slammed into me and I wanted to groan, then I snickered. That would give me information for some classes Sable said were coming up. Sounded like a great research paper if I could get the costs down to something that would be feasible for the mages, and a solution to a great many energy problems.  I closed my eyes to process all this. 
 
    Why isn't this already being done? 
 
    Worry and suspicion about all the things in the background made me sigh. I couldn't solve all the problems in the world. All I could do was deal with what I could and try to be a person I could live with. 
 
    Refocusing on the world around me I caught sight of Baneyarl and Carelian seemed to be having a discussion that I couldn't hear.  I watched them as I tried to think through the echoes of the headache. 
 
    "I have a few conditions," I said into the soft noise of birds and leaves. Both Carelian and Baneyarl turned to look at me. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    While the OMO is global and has a much more far-reaching effect than even the UN, there are still some nations that refuse to participate. They are few in number, as the OMO is the only agency that can consistently test for magic and maintains a global database on mages. If your country does not participate, you miss out on both the benefits and protections inherent in the OMO. ~ History of Magic 
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    ~And what would those conditions be?~ Baneyarl asked. I had half expected amusement, dragon to the silly girl—instead there was wariness and a hint of worry. 
 
    "First that your argument not delay or waste my time listening to you if there is a time limit. That you say what you feel must be said without causing me to be too late to decide." Magic law had been discussing some filibustering cases so the idea of Baneyarl talking to me for days made me wary. 
 
    ~Very well, I agree.~ He didn't sound excited about that, but also didn't sound upset, so win there.  
 
    "Second, I get to tell Jo and Sable about you, and you agree to train them also." 
 
    This time the pause was longer and his predatory head, which looked like he could eat Carelian with two snaps, turned to look at the cat. 
 
    ~The other two queans. Powerful. Smart. Damaged.~ 
 
    Baneyarl stared at him for a long time, eyes narrowed, as did I. "What do you mean damaged? They aren't damaged. Jo isn't damaged," I protested, stung on her, on their behalf. 
 
    Carelian didn't answer but stalked a floating object that looked like a cross between a butterfly and a dandelion spore. 
 
    ~Very well, I will train the three of you. But they must agree to the same terms as you did. Are there other conditions?~ 
 
    I almost sagged in relief at that. I might have been able to keep a secret from Sable, but Jo? She'd have figured it out. 
 
    "You tell me the actual reason you're agreeing to do this." I had to know. This made no sense. I had no idea how magical he was, but the odds were he had more magic than Jo, Sable, and me put together. 
 
    ~Ha, you will be an excellent student. I will tell you. But not now.~  
 
    "When?" I needed these answers, dammit. What he said might make it easier for me to trust him. 
 
    ~When you understand enough magic to understand why. I see that you need something concrete. Very well. Prior to your graduation from your school with what you call a bachelor's, I will answer your question.~ 
 
    "How did you know that?" I blurted out. Why in the world would a magical creature from another realm know anything about human degrees? 
 
    ~I have been watching you for a while. Ever since Carelian asked for this favor. A favor I will collect on,~ he flicked a wingtip at Carelian, who didn't even move, just let the wing ruffle his fur as he sat like an Egyptian statue on the other side of the room.  
 
    "Wait? You've been watching me?" I turned to Carelian. "You said … no, you said no human was watching me. You KNEW!" 
 
    ~Not a threat. Bane teaches better when curious. You made him curious. I said you learn and be great. You will.~ Not even his whiskers moved as he sat watching both of us with his emerald green eyes shining out of his ruby red fur. 
 
    The desire to strangle him wrestled with the need to hug him. He'd found someone to teach me and keep me safe. And about freaked me out with the feeling someone was watching.  
 
    "Nothing else. I'll swear." At this point I didn't have anything to lose. 
 
    ~Then we should go. It is not wise to keep the human male unconscious much longer. Besides, people will notice the time bubble soon enough.~ He rose and shook himself, and I fought the desire to cringe. My lizard brain that normally hid and made stupid suggestions was shrieking with the need to hide and cower. My snark took over and shoved the lizard back into his cave. 
 
    "That's it? No magic oath?" 
 
    ~Either you will abide by your word or you won't. Why use magic to judge character when actions will prove it easily enough?~ 
 
    I laughed to myself and rose. I turned and my bag with my library books was behind me on a low shelf at the back of the bed or nest. I grabbed them and stepped out of it.  
 
    "Lead the way." I figured quoting Shakespeare would be a waste of time, but for all I knew they'd known him. I'd have to ask someday. 
 
    Alixant's body floated into the room, hanging limp in the air, but he looked much the same as my last sight of him. Hair disarrayed and clothing mussed, but not bleeding and he seemed to be breathing. Though he'd probably have a headache like mine. I'd need a story, one that would be the truth. Well, he'd wanted me to learn to lie by not lying. I guessed this would be as good a time as any. 
 
    "Can I get a bottle of water?" I asked as Baneyarl started to open a portal to home. I could feel the familiar spike. "He'll probably have a headache like mine." 
 
    A bottle floated to me and I held onto it. Baneyarl pointed. ~There is where you were. Two hours have passed while I had you here, the time bubble keeping anyone from reaching in and touching you. When you step back in it will snap and you will catch up with normal time. I will see you on your Monday.~ 
 
    "Jo and Sable won't be there. It is a holiday week for us," I told him, and I wanted time to explain to them what in the heck was going on. 
 
    Not to mention time to figure out how to deal with what had just happened. 
 
    ~As you request. I shall be at your domicile at your seventh hour in the evening on the Sunday following this coming one. This shall be an interesting adventure, Corisande.~ 
 
    Before I could ask anything else, the rip between worlds opened beneath me and I fell down to earth. It was only a few inches, but I hadn't expected it and stumbled. Carelian leaped down with catlike grace, while Alixant floated to the ground. 
 
    ~I shall look forward to our next meeting.~ Baneyarl said, his voice in my head somewhere between ominous and amused. Then the rip sealed with him on the other side. A shudder washed through me as my body adjusted to the bubble of time and it collapsed leaving me standing there with an unconscious Alixant, the bodies of two attackers spread out around us, cops, and an incandescently mad Indira striding towards us. 
 
    "Oh shit, maybe I should have just stayed in the other realm," I muttered. 
 
    "Where. Have. You. Been!" She didn't shout the words but each of them slashed into me with the force of a dagger. Right then facing the throwing stars from the other idiot sounded more preferable than dealing with Indira. 
 
    "Spirit realm, I think." 
 
    Remember obfuscate, misdirect, don't tell her. You promised. 
 
    This was going to be a trial by fire. One I wasn't looking forward to. 
 
    "What happened?" She asked, waving a cop over as she knelt by Alixant's head. "What's wrong with him?"  
 
    "One of the attackers threw a KO spell at us. Knocked us out. He hasn't come to yet. I woke with a killer headache, so he probably will too." 
 
    "KO's usually do that. Who killed the attackers? Alixant?" 
 
    I paused. I didn't know. "I assume so. He was fighting when I was hit, I think. I don't know for sure if the same KO spell took him out or not. I blacked out before I saw. One was a Fire mage, the other a Spirit mage." 
 
    A groan prevented me from saying any more and I stepped back, though I remained well aware of all the cops watching me with wary eyes and Detective Olivia Jonas headed my way. Exhaustion swamped me and I sank to the grass away from any of the torn-up soil or the milling cops. If people wanted to talk to me, they could do it here. 
 
    I'd been nice and left the bottle of water with Alixant and regretted it now. Thirst, hunger, and exhaustion all hit me. A mixture of my body having lived twice the amount of time as everyone else and the adrenaline crash. I had a reason to be starving. As I sat cross-legged on the grass, my bag acting as an uncomfortable backrest, Carelian curled up in the space my legs left, purring. 
 
    ~You are smart. He is worth the subterfuge.~ 
 
    I gave him a side eyed glare but said nothing. Too many people would have asked questions.  
 
    Alixant was sitting up holding his head while Indira and Olivia talked to him. I just waited and tried to figure out how to not lie. 
 
    It didn't take long before the three of them headed over to me. Alixant glared at me as he approached, Indira matching him. 
 
    "What happened?" he growled out and my temper spiked.  
 
    I was so tired of being yelled at. Screw it. I knew how to create the time bubble shield. I could create a dirt shield and I could damn well figure out how to scan for people lurking around me. Hell, the first thing I might ask for training in was invisibility if it was something I could learn to do.  
 
    "Am I under arrest?" I challenged Olivia Jonas, who had taken a step back from the two furious mages. 
 
    "Not at this time. I have questions, but as far as I can tell you didn't do much of the attacking. We have a pattern mage on the way to rebuild the events." 
 
    "I can do that," snarled Alixant. "And why the hell are you asking if you're under arrest? You're going to tell us everything that happened. Where we were, who cast the time bubble. Everything!"  
 
    Anger and annoyance rippled through me. Why had I even bothered to care about him? I didn't have the patience or energy to deal with any more tonight. And I and a certain four-legged creature needed to have a long discussion.  
 
    As if he could hear my thoughts Carelian's purr stopped and he stiffened. I gave him a sharp look and he huffed out a sigh and groomed his paw, ignoring all of us. 
 
    "Detective Jonas. Am I under arrest?" I repeated. 
 
    "No," she admitted slowly as she took a cautious step back. 
 
    "Are there any legal reasons either of these two have the right to order me about?" 
 
    "Not that I know of," though she didn't sound sure and I swear she pulled up a shield. 
 
    "Excellent. Then I am leaving." I tried to sound chipper and happy, but it came out as an annoyed snarl. I stood up, pulled on my backpack, and picked Carelian up. Wisely, he didn't struggle or complain. 
 
    "Cori, sit your ass down and answer my questions." Alixant growled out the words, moving closer, looming over me. 
 
    I looked up at him and smiled, all teeth, no humor. "No. I'm not under arrest and since I'm not, I'm going home." Before he could say anything else, I snapped a time bubble around me and headed at a quick walk to my house. At the rate I was spending time I'd be older than I wanted but right now I was going home and they could all hang.  
 
    Moving out of time, or in time depending on how you looked at it, got me home without issue as no one could technically be in the same time as me, though that sounded wrong, but right now I didn't care. It kept me safe, and I dropped it right outside my door, after checking carefully that there was no one waiting for me. I shivered as time caught up with me, but I hadn't been that out of sync with it. Only about a minute. I got inside and shut the door. I still couldn't figure out what they had done to safeguard my apartment, but since I hadn't been killed here, I would treat it as a safe space.  
 
    Carelian squirmed, and I let him down. He headed straight for water. ~Hungry,~ he murmured in my head. 
 
    "Yeah, me too. Give me a minute, but don't think you're getting out of that conversation," I said as I headed to the kitchen. First, I filled an enormous glass with icy water and drained half of it, finally feeling almost human. I opened up a can of salmon for him and put it on a plate. As he tore into that I pulled out pre-made burritos from the freezer. 
 
    "Damn, I love that woman," I whispered as I put the burritos Jo, and probably Sable, had made for me in the microwave. There was enough in the freezer to cover the entire week. If I knew Jo, they probably varied between ingredients. She knew her mom would load them up for their few days in the mountains.  
 
    I took the reheated burrito and the refilled water and sat down on the couch. Carelian had finished eating and was grooming his face. 
 
    "We need to talk." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Familiars have a mind of their own and have even acted against the wishes of their chosen mage. And yes, they can kill. The most famous incident known is what caused the fire in San Francisco in the early 1900s. A mage was assaulted who had a familiar that looked like a large red dog. She was caught coming from a reputable female bathhouse and was knocked out from behind. Her familiar found her as she came back to consciousness in the local med ward. It left with her pleading for it not to leave. Her attackers were later killed in a fire that then swept through thirty percent of the city. The female mage was never found for questioning. ~ History of Magic 
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    He didn't look up at me, but his ears laid back and he licked his paw, washing his face over and over again.  
 
    "Yeah, not buying it. You don't need your mouth to talk. So, spill. What is going on? How do you know all this? Are you a mage too?" That question had been haunting the back of my mind. 
 
    Carelian stopped washing his face and jumped up on one of the kitchen chairs that faced me. He curled up in typical cat loaf pose, his twitching red tail the only thing that gave away any emotions.  
 
    ~Life in realms doesn't work like life does here. Here is odd and strange and overly logical as magic is small and weak.~  
 
    Small and weak? The idea of what some people could do even if beings from other realms regarded our magic as weak made me shiver and I rubbed my arms. Tea may have been a better choice than icy water. 
 
    "Okay, but what does that have to do with Baneyarl and me? Why is it so important to teach me?" 
 
    ~You are quean. So are others. But you are first human in many lives to be a true quean. To use all of magic, not the broken shallow version that exists here. Your world would never survive full magic, but you need to.~ 
 
    "I swear to Merlin, if you tell me there is a prophecy about me, I will quit right now and go find a desert island to live on. I'm no hero." I said the words with an unfeigned fervor. I had no desire to be the hero of any story. I just wanted to help people, figure out what happened to Stevie, and have a life. My life as weird as it might be. 
 
    Amusement rolled through my mind as his ears flicked. ~No. There is no such thing as prophecy. Even foresight is rarely accurate. Magic and free will not easily predicted. You too powerful not to be trained. There is fear that if you not fully understand your capabilities you might irreparably damage realms.~               
 
    That didn't sound good. Maybe a hero might be better. Because it sounded like I was the villain in this scenario. 
 
    "How do you know all this? I thought you came here as a kitten. And wait, people are talking about me?" The idea that I was a subject of conversations among creatures elsewhere made me nauseous. 
 
    ~Kittar true. But still have family, friends of family, and friends I make like Arachena. We talk about our humans.~ He buried his face in his paws for a minute. ~I often go home. To see family and parents. To hear news and take lessons.~ 
 
    I felt slapped. "You go back?" 
 
    ~Home? When you sleep. I talk to parents and littermates when needed. Other familiars need to be within sight to talk to. But blood family is like, well, using your phone.~ 
 
    "Across realms?" I squeaked out the words. I knew with absolute certainty I could not tell anyone this. The OMO and the government would have a field day with this information, and they would round up familiars. No government was good about ignoring possible exploitations for profit. 
 
    ~Would you be willing to leave your home and never be able to speak to Jo again?~ His voice was acerbic, and I flushed.  
 
    "Point. But that means you can open planar rips?" The image of Elsba, a flying serpent that was the familiar of a mage I'd met in my hometown of Rockway, flying in the air and that rip jumped into my mind. "Wait, all familiars can?" 
 
    ~To their home realms, yes. My magic is still young, it will be decades until reach my full power. But I make tiny rips that I slip through. Small enough that you don't notice.~ 
 
    I just sat there shell-shocked. "I need to learn to shield. My mind, I mean. If anyone learned this." 
 
    ~A few know. But you correct, this is not good to share.~ 
 
    Leaning back against the chair, I thought. The quiet of the night seemed ominous, and I needed more food. I kept expecting there to be pounding on the door from Alixant and or Indira, but it didn't happen. I got up and headed towards the kitchen—there had to be something with sugar somewhere. 
 
    "So what? You go home and go to school?" I'd come back with some ice cream, needing the sugar rush. 
 
    ~Not exactly. We are not human; we learn differently.~ He just curled up tighter and I got the feeling this wasn't a subject to push him on. 
 
    "Why Baneyarl?" 
 
    Carelian sighed in my mind. ~Reasons. He slipped out when you were at place of games. Found this world interesting and since he got here, he could go back and forth.~ 
 
    "Wait, what?" The constant unexpected information was about to drive me crazy. 
 
    ~Cori, you can't know everything at once. There are lifetimes of information you need learn. For now, if we come through a rip to your reality, we can then move between this realm and our realm. But if we never get here, we are blocked.~ 
 
    Remembering the monsters that I'd seen lurking in Chaos and the teeth on Salistra, that made me feel marginally better. "Tirsane can come and go as she wishes?" 
 
    Carelian laughed, his whiskers twitching at me. ~She is what your mythology calls a god. She always able to go anywhere she wishes. I not supposed to understand what drives or controls her.~ 
 
    "That doesn't really make me feel much better." He didn't respond and I ate more sea salt caramel ice cream. "Can I trust him? Baneyarl?" 
 
    ~He has no reason to hurt you and many reasons to see you succeed. But all beings have their price. Even Jo.~ 
 
    That hurt in a way I couldn't explain, and I shied away from it. "True." I played with the ice cream container, thinking. "Look, I don't control you. I know this. But can you tell me next time if someone is watching me? Or warn me? Thinking you are hiding things from me makes it hard to trust." 
 
    Carelian shifted, focusing on a spot on his tail with great intensity. ~That was … unkind of me. I not want to tell you because you act different, or worse, attack. He needed to see real you to be interested. But swear I not lie. But am Cath, Cori. Misdirect, yes. Put you in danger, no.~ There was a strange sigh and he straightened and came over, curling up next to me half draped over my lap. He would soon be too big for even that. ~You need to know what we are. I not know any living mage that understands complexities of this relationship. Unless Jo or Sable gain a familiar, you never tell them. You must agree to this.~ 
 
    Not tell Jo. Sable I could understand, but the never telling Jo? "I want to know. I mean, who wouldn't, but why do I need to know and they don't. Does this have to do with why Baneyarl called you a focus?" 
 
    ~Yes.~ He sounded reluctant and I suspected that Baneyarl had let something slip. ~Humans know familiars make lower offerings needed for magic. But they not know why, or at least no one I know has come back and said their human realized. We, familiars, act as direct connections to magic. Rather than forcing your body to connect and appease the cost, we already connect and magic likes us. It comes easy and fast. From science classes we are both magnifiers and connections into magic. Different familiars have different strengths. I am more chaotic in my nature, most felines are, so anything from Chaos will cost you almost nothing, while for Spirit and Order I help, but not to the scale you would see with Chaos.~  
 
    I'd never heard so much from him, and I could hear it chafed him to release so much information. "So you're why fire was so easy?" That made me sit up straighter, and he grumbled as he rearranged himself. 
 
    ~Part of it. Part is your experts don't know as much as they think. If you have one branch, as you call it, you have them all. And you are very strong. A quean.~ His eyes were closed, and he rumbled gently on my lap. I let myself stroke his red fur and thought.  
 
    If I learned everything he talked about, took classes from Baneyarl, it would make me a much bigger target. But one that would be well armed and in ways they would not expect.  
 
    "What did you mean Jo and Sable are broken?" I asked. 
 
    He stayed silent so long that I almost shook him to wake him up. ~They should be, not as powerful as you, but more than they are. They should be merlins in their elements. Jo, her brain is broken, you know this. I not know the wrongness she has, but maybe Baneyarl can help. Sable something wrong with her blood. It is too sweet. It smells wrong.~ 
 
    Merlins in their own elements? Sweet blood? What is he talking about… 
 
    My thought stuttered to a stop. "Are you saying Sable is diabetic?" 
 
    ~Maybe? I do not know what that means for what I smell. She is not off balance yet but is getting there.~ He huffed and rolled over so I could pet the other side. ~They should be queans and they are not. It hurts for what they should have been.~ 
 
    I'd have to tell Sable to get checked immediately. African Americans were at risk for diabetes, but she was young and in shape, so it didn't make sense. But maybe it meant something else? Either way, telling her immediately was important. The ever-elusive quean word. I didn't know what it meant and even if I asked, he'd just reply with quean. It reminded me of trying to explain colors to a blind person. If they'd never seen pink, trying to describe it without using any other color was almost impossible. Maybe for him quean was like that.  
 
    "Why me?" 
 
    He flicked ears at me but didn't respond.  
 
    "I mean, why did you choose me? Why do I get a familiar and so many mages don't? Will Jo and Sable?" 
 
    ~Is complicated.~ He sighed in my mind. ~Maybe. If there is something young and curious and they are looking for adventure. But I don't know. It is a random complex thing. We don't really understand it ourselves. Maybe it is magic creating the link and setting us together.~ 
 
    "That doesn't explain why I'm a double merlin. Or why everything is collapsing down on me." 
 
    He didn't respond, but then what could he say. At the end of the day, as smart as he was, I didn't think he knew much more than I did. We'd just have to learn together. I sighed and picked him up. "Let's go to bed. I'm exhausted, and it'll be a long week without those two around." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    Familiars die or can be killed. The mage doesn't always survive, but there have been three recorded instances of familiars sacrificing themselves to take out others. All three were during World War II and are part of the reason mages with familiars are respected so highly. What was witnessed could not have been accomplished by any mage outside a total sacrifice. ~ History of Magic 
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    Much to my surprise, the first I heard from Alixant or Indira was Sunday afternoon. And where I'd been expecting the wrath of Alixant, there was a soft rap at the door. Peering out, I saw them standing there. Bowing to the inevitable, I opened and let them in. None of us said anything, though I didn't protest when she put down a bag on the table and started to pull out salad and steaks from a local restaurant. 
 
    Alixant stood up straighter and looked at me as Indira finished. I just stepped back and looked at both of them, the standoff obvious. Not that I would refuse the food. Carelian had already jumped up on his normal chair and watched her with predatory eyes. A huff of impatience pulled my attention back to Alixant, who looked like he was reporting for an unpleasant duty or something. 
 
    "Cori, we always seem to get off on the worst possible foot. My attitude the other day was counterproductive. I need to remember you aren't my employee and I don't have the right to order you around. I really need to know what happened and figure out what we need to do." He never said sorry, but it was probably as close as he'd get. That didn't mean I'd forgiven or forgotten his attitude. 
 
    "If you treat your employees like that, you're lucky you have any. And frankly, if you treated me like that and I did work for you, I'd have you up on charges or I'd be at HR complaining of a hostile work environment with a bully." 
 
    He flinched a little. "True. I need to quit treating you like a disobedient child." 
 
    "You think? I'm not yours and frankly I've been on my own for a long time. You want me to work with you, fine. But I'm tired of having this conversation. Either treat me as an equal or get out." I kept my voice hard, and I held his eyes with mine. I didn't want to do this again. I understood I needed to share information, heck I had a vested interest in sharing it. Staying alive was very important to me. 
 
    He cleared his throat but didn't look away. "Understood, Miss Munroe." 
 
    I turned and looked at Indira. "That goes for you too. I'm not a mark, a pawn, or a tool for anyone. And if they don't figure it out, they will lose any chance they have to work with me. I don't know who you report to but make it crystal clear to them that if they try to manipulate me, I'll salt the earth before I work with them. Honesty is always the best policy with me." 
 
    She dipped her head. "I will pass that along." A note of respect in her voice. That I could live with. 
 
    "Now, yay food." I helped myself and gave Carelian his due before sitting at the table and looking at them. I didn't know if they had discussed this beforehand or in the time I was getting myself food they had done their look-at-each-other-and-have-a-conversation thing, but either way, they smiled and started in. Though not until after they had served themselves. 
 
    "I remember the men attacking us. Then you yelling about Carelian, and then what happened? I don't know what was you versus them." He stayed conversational and not confrontational, which was a pleasant change.  
 
    "I pulled up earth to block them until Carelian got to me, and since I'd figured out how to do a time bubble shield, I grabbed him and threw one up. Then," I swallowed a flash of remembered fear as I saw the attacking mage getting ready to cast. "I think they hit us with a KO." 
 
    Alixant nodded. "I thought so but wasn't sure. Was relatively surprised we woke up alive. So, you were awakened when you reappeared in the time bubble. What happened?" 
 
    I chewed slowly before I answered. "Yes. It took us to another place, in another realm, I think. You didn't regain consciousness until after we got back." 
 
    "Got back? You mean someone took us?" 
 
    And here is where I lied without lying. I knew he had the ability to tell the truth if he focused, not like Francine who did it without thought, but he could make offerings to tell if I was being truthful. And I knew he would right now. I could do this. 
 
    "A creature, actually. I'm not sure why it cared. It said it had dealt with the people attacking me and brought us back." 
 
    Alixant leaned back and stared at me. "How long were you there?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't know. I don't think we talked that long. Maybe five to ten minutes? I didn't even think to look at my phone." 
 
    "What was it?" Indira asked. 
 
    "A spirit realm creature, I think. It implied that, but I can't swear that was true. Heck, I'm not positive if it really was in another realm or maybe something else." 
 
    "Else, what else could it be?" Alixant asked, leaning forward. 
 
    "How in the heck should I know? I don't know everything out there." 
 
    "What else?" he snapped. I gave him a warning look and he subsided. "Was there anything else?" 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    He sighed and leaned back. "What did you talk about?" 
 
    "What do you think? Where am I? Where were you? Questions like that." 
 
    "Did you get a name?" 
 
    I panicked for a minute, but then I realized I could easily answer that all the way. I didn't remember the full name he'd given me. "Kinda, I mean I was told it, but I really don't remember what it was. That headache was enough to make me ask to die." 
 
    "Oh, I'll agree with that. That was a killer headache. The death wounds on the men attacking us are similar to the ones found on the sniper earlier. Did the being that talked to you match?" 
 
    "How would I know? I didn't see any of the wounds. And besides, I have no clue what that being could do if it wanted. I mean Carelian can have three-inch claws appear if he wants." I was exaggerating a little. At most they were only two inches long, but they were still sharp as blades. 
 
    "You're telling me a creature, for reasons we don't know and in a manner we don't know, rescued us? What? We're at the mercy of the other realms?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I was told I was amusing and that I'd been watched for a while. And it was mentioned that access to our realm was gained when the rips were open during the SEC game." 
 
    Alixant groaned. "That damned Goins. He's dead or worse, and his actions are still creating drama. That unicorn wounded three men until someone found a virgin to come talk it down." 
 
    "You can't lay that at my feet," I protested. 
 
    "I'm not. Just." He rubbed his temples. "I swear I think the Murphy's Curse and Lady Luck soaked into the cells of your body. No one else can attract this much drama just by existing." 
 
    Something about his words warned me, though I couldn't say why. 
 
    "Indira and I spent about three hours in the Capitol yesterday in a teleconference with the Ambassador for Japan, the head of the OMO, and Civil Deputy in charge of the US Mage Draft."  
 
    The food no longer tasted good, and I pushed it away. Needing to clear my throat, I got up and pulled out a coke. Maybe the sugar and carbonation would help buffer what he was about to say. At least it gave me something to do with my hands.  
 
    "Tensions are high. Japan is demanding that the estate is theirs because no one emerges at that age, so you can't meet the requirements of the will. But the estate manager insists that you do meet all the criteria. So, right now everyone is up in arms. But the government desperately doesn't want his estate to fall into Japanese hands. Tensions are still high, but no one wants to create an international incident." 
 
    "But killing one student doesn't qualify?" I asked, not snarky, more just frustrated. After all this, I'd earned that damn house. 
 
    "Not if we can't tie the attempts back to them. And right now, no one can prove Japan is behind the attacks. It is all suspicion." Alixant sighed. I liked him better when he was exhausted and not being all demandy. Made working with him easier.  
 
    "If there was proof, would it make it so they would step back? And what research could he have that the government wants so bad?" Given what Carelian told me, there was a lot of research that if he had I might not turn over. It was too risky. There were days where me being able to talk to Carelian without sound would have been nice. This was one of them.  
 
    "I don't know. Something about planes and what lives on the other side and travel to them." Alixant shrugged. 
 
    "Did James Wells have a familiar?" I asked, wondering, because that could be risky. I was rapidly starting to think mages that got familiars were those that automatically didn't trust authority. 
 
    "I don't know. He was awfully private. Didn't leave his house often. As to them backing off, if there is proof, probably," Indira said picking at her salad. "Believe it or not, the fact that you joined Emrys has raised the pressure for people to leave you alone. It also had the effect of spreading knowledge of your existence around. Have you created your logins yet?" 
 
    I looked at the pile of mail on the table. I'd piled everything I hadn't had energy or time to deal with there. "No. It's on the to do list." 
 
    "Well, it will get you into private social media groups and they can help make it harder to sweep anything that happens to you under the table. But there is one more change." She seemed to sigh and brace herself, which made me tense up. These guys made my life more difficult half the time. "Japan wants to meet you, to conduct their own tests to see if you are really the heir." 
 
    "No. Next." My voice was flat. I didn't owe them anything. 
 
    Alixant nodded. "I told them that would probably be your answer. They are also asking to increase the people guarding you." He would have talked more, but I interrupted.  
 
    "Why? I can use the time bubble as a shield. Carelian and I'll work on scanning more, and I can create an earthen shield." I didn't admit that would be the first things I'd get Baneyarl to teach me. I needed to be safe.  
 
    "They won't be happy," Alixant pointed out. 
 
    "And? Am I required to keep them, whoever they are, happy? I don't care about Japan, it isn't my problem. They can petition the OMO if they want to see my test scores. Are there long-term consequences if I don't give in to their demands?" This was what worried me, besides the risk to Jo and Sable. Yet another reason I needed them to learn to protect themselves.  
 
    This time they did look at each other, but they didn't seem to come to any decision. I just waited. I didn't know anymore what to do. If I had to guess, I think they wanted what was best for me, but they were being shoehorned into this and they didn't know any more than I did. Which meant this was my choice and my life. I'd figure it out and ask questions as I could.  
 
    "I don't know," Alixant admitted. "You've got people amused at how determined you are to be independent, and just as many annoyed as all get out you don't need them to rush in and save the day. So, you're both winning admirers and creating people predisposed to dislike you."  
 
    Indira nodded but didn't add anything to his comment. 
 
    "So I should continue to be me and ignore everyone else?" I asked and Indira snorted softly. 
 
    "I'm not sure you could do anything else. You might be the most intractable young person I've ever met, but in this situation it will serve you well." She pushed the remains of her food away. "Just remember we are here to help. You might as well get something out of it." 
 
    "Right now, just try to find out why or who is pushing for me to get killed. That would be an enormous help. All I have for the rest of this semester is school and a few basic papers that I plan on getting done this week. And I'll be careful," I said, forestalling any protestations or comments from either of them. 
 
    Alixant gave me a long hard look, then nodded. "Yes, I suppose you will. If you need something, let us know. Really." 
 
    With that, they left, and I had the apartment to myself for the next week. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    Have you met a ronin? If you see someone doing high level magic without tattoos or have knowledge of someone who deserted from their draft assignment, report them. The reward for citizens reporting verified ronin is $10,000. The penalties for sworn officials not reporting them is prison. ~ OMO PSA 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    I spent the week just like I said I would. I wrote my papers, studied for tests, ate almost everything Jo had left for me, and ate way too much pizza. My bank account cringed a bit at the pizza bill but I pushed it away. I'd gotten a lot done that week. But either way, I was excited and ready for Jo and Sable to come back. The place was way too quiet without them. 
 
    Sunday afternoon the door opened, and they flew in, smiling with tanned and wind burned faces if I wasn't mistaken. 
 
    "Cori, you missed it. We had so much fun. We rented sailboats and spent most of the week on Lake Lanier. It was wonderful," Jo gushed as they piled stuff into the apartment. I settled back and let them babble. It felt good, and I was very glad they had a marvelous time. My twinge of envy didn't last long. Letting them talk about everything they did made me see how much they had needed this time together. They almost glowed with happiness. 
 
    When they had unpacked, and we warmed up leftover pizza, they shifted their attention to me. "So? Quiet week?" Jo asked as she grabbed a slice. Even two-day-old Fellini's was good pizza.  
 
    "Not so much. So, what would you two think about having specialized training that you can't tell anyone about? Not your parents, no one." 
 
    "Umm, Cori, what are you talking about?" Jo had paused with the piece of pizza halfway to her mouth.  
 
    While I'd practiced my evasions for Alixant, I hadn't really for Jo and Sable, and I didn't want to. "Remember me complaining that it felt like someone was watching me all the time?" They both nodded and started eating again, but they watched me carefully. "It turns out I wasn't imagining it. Someone named Baneyarl has been watching me, and he knows Carelian. He agreed to teach me, well us. And teach us how they use magic in the planes, not how humans use magic." 
 
    They had both paused mid-bite to look at me. Jo choked down the bite and dropped her slice on the plate. "Cori, who exactly is Baneyarl?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I think he's a griffin? Maybe a hippogriff? I'm not up on mythical animals." 
 
    At this point both of them stared at me as if I'd lost my mind. Maybe I had.  
 
    "Are you interested?" I asked a bit desperately. "The offer is there, but you must swear to never tell anyone. I said I wouldn't agree if you two weren't training with me. So?" I knew I was babbling, and I sounded like a lunatic. 
 
    "I'm…" Sable trailed off and shrugged, an odd look on her face. "I'm having a hard time believing this. But I'd learn magic from anyone. Especially given what we've found out, it seems knowing this might be better than not." 
 
    Jo just grinned at me. "I'm in. Show me the griffin. Anything that helps me learn this shit is good. I wonder if we can put it on our resumes?" Her wink let me know she was teasing, and I stuck my tongue out in response.  
 
    ~He is Gryphon of High Steppes and is an honor that he assists. He is highly regarded and his magic has been refined over centuries.~ Carelian remarked in our heads making both Jo and Sable start.  
 
    "And what does that mean, exactly?" Jo asked as she picked her piece of pizza back up, though she was watching Carelian and me more than paying attention to her food.  
 
    "Centuries?" I squeaked. I didn't know why that bothered or surprised me so much. Why should they have the same life span we did? 
 
    ~That he is not lesser creature. That he left his realm and came here means he was looking for…~ Carelian paused and I looked at him. He stared at the wall fixedly and I wondered if this was what it looked like when he talked to family on the other side. Suddenly all the staring off into space behaviors changed their importance. ~ Call it looking for adventure, and training three queans is high honor. Why else I choose you? Am I some weak creature to not want the most powerful?~ His tone had an odd mix of arrogance and pride that I wasn't sure what to make of. 
 
    Questions tumbled over in my mind, but I took the one that bubbled to the front first. "Wait, you chose all of us?" 
 
    He flicked an ear at me, either in amusement or annoyance. ~Are you and Jo ever to be separated?~ 
 
    "No," we both said together, then we both laughed self-consciously.  
 
    ~Then I would have needed to take both, no?~ 
 
    I wanted to respond, but I just looked at Jo and shrugged helplessly, and she grinned. "Hey, he knew we were a package deal. But Sable? Where does she fit in?" As she spoke her hand drifted out to touch Sable who grabbed it back. 
 
    Will they make it? Are we meant to be together always? Do I want to share Jo? 
 
    The mental questions surprised me, and I frowned. I wanted her to be happy, didn't I? Carelian's comment pulled me out before I could go down that path too far, but it still lodged in the back of my mind, wiggling. 
 
    ~If you make it formal, then I get three. Not a bad deal for a kittar.~ His smug tone caused the two of them to giggle and I smiled a bit, still trying to ignore the thoughts in the back of my mind.  
 
    "Okay fine, I'm down with being taught? But where? You're followed about every minute of the day, and I can't really see a griffin being able to fit in here, much less do it without anyone seeing. I mean I'm down, but really how is that going to work?" Jo asked the questions as she looked around the apartment, but she didn't let go of Sable's hand, their skin evocative of mocha and caramel.  
 
    ~Cori? I ask him show how this works?~ Since I didn't see Sable or Jo react, I got the feeling this was private. I just nodded, still not positive how much of my mind he could read or not.  
 
    He twitched an ear in my direction and jumped off the back of the futon where he'd been perching. He walked over to the wall facing out at the courtyard. With his tail twitching he sat and stared, and my nerves jangled. The desire to change my mind and just hide hit me. I took three deep breaths and on the third, the familiar flash spike of pain slammed into my head then disappeared before I had time to wince.  
 
    A ripple opened in the air, vertical unlike all the others I'd seen. They'd always been horizontal slashes across reality. Here it unfurled like a zipper, neat and clean. It opened back like how a dress would fall away when unzipped but rather than chaos or colors or things that sucked you in it revealed a clearing with, of all things, a table and tea set.  
 
    ~He is waiting.~  
 
    We all turned to stare at the cat then back at the opening. "He's inviting us over for tea?" Sable whispered, her voice an odd hushed tone.  
 
    Carelian flicked both ears towards us, then stood. ~Essentially.~ With that he walked through the rip. I didn't quite panic, though my heart spasmed as he stepped through. But I could see him on the other side, his red tail waving and pink butthole glaring back at us, making it clear he was laughing at our cowardice. 
 
    "He's laughing at us, isn't he?" Jo said, looking in on the scene before us. 
 
    "Yes," I replied and stood. "Fine, let's go see if we die in horrible ways." 
 
    "My father will kill all of us if we do," Sable warned, but she rose and headed towards the tear in reality. 
 
    "Ah, but we will already be dead, so we'll be safe." I grinned at her and she snickered. 
 
    "That might be true. We probably should never mention this to anyone. Just like the training. I'm pretty sure all the 'responsible' adults in our lives would have a collective heart attack." Sable grinned a wide, wild grin. 
 
    "You're a risk taker," I blurted, looking at her and smiling. 
 
    "Caught me. I've been being good cause I didn't want to scare her away, but this looks fun." She titled her head towards Jo who had come up behind her and rested her chin on Sable's shoulder.  
 
    "Ha! Jo have you been driving safe with her?" 
 
    Jo flushed and didn't meet my eyes. "Maybe." 
 
    "You two are made for each other," I said and forced down the twinge of pain that went with that statement. "Let's go to another realm." 
 
    We all grinned and headed to the rip. With a deep breath, I stepped through the rip and into the other realm. 
 
    From being there previously, I wasn't shocked, but when I had stepped back to our realm it had been more like walking into a smoke-tainted room after being in the crisp outdoors. This time it was more jarring. The sounds changed, the scent went from a musty smell I hadn't noticed, not to mention the pizza, to crisp and clean with a hint of jasmine. The rustle of the leaves created a music I just wanted to close my eyes and lean into, maybe get a bit of peace.  
 
    I sighed, knowing we didn't have time for that. With regret I moved forward to the table and the tea. It was low to the ground in a style I associated with Asia. I turned in a slow circle looking at the picture-perfect clearing with tall willowy trees all around us. I wanted to say they were elms, but the odds were they didn't exist on Earth. Movement caught my eye and I froze as Baneyarl walked out of the trees through a gap that should have let nothing his size come through. 
 
    Behind me I heard Sable gasp and Jo mutter, "Holy shit, she wasn't kidding." I turned and gave her a dour look and she shrugged, mouthing the word sorry at me, though I really didn't blame her. If she had come to me talking about griffins and whatnot, I probably would have asked her what she'd stolen from her brother, Stinky, this time. Last time it had been pot. 
 
    From a distance his coat gleamed like liquid gold, and the wings were spread wide as if landing or getting ready to take off. The purple shimmered and shifted shades as he laid them down against his body. The beak looked brighter and sharper in this clear sunlight. 
 
    That grabbed my attention. Above us was a sun, but it was a different color than ours. How I couldn't say, but I knew that the sun I saw through the light pink clouds was not ours. 
 
    ~Welcome Queans. May I know your names?~ His voice powerful and deep rumbled through our minds and it occurred to me he'd been whispering last time. The level of compassion surprised me, and it made me feel much, much better about this entire situation.  
 
    I took a deep breath and did my social duties. "Baneyarl," I stumbled—I really didn't remember his full name. 
 
    ~ ni Keriseo,~ Carelian prompted me. I shot him a smile as I continued. 
 
    "May I introduce Josefa Guzman, known as Jo, and Sable Lancet." As I said their names they bowed, an oddly formal gesture. 
 
    ~It is an honor to meet you. I am Baneyarl ni Keriseo. Please come join me.~ He gestured to the table then walked over and settled down next to the table looking for all the world like a huge cat/bird, which I guess he was, settling in for an extensive snooze.  
 
    I headed over and sank down next to the table and directly across from Baneyarl. Carelian curled up next to him, literally sticking his nose under his paws.  
 
    I guess that's his way of saying he's not worried.  
 
    Whether it helped or not I didn't know, but the tea lifted into the air and poured into our cups. The scent of jasmine and honeysuckle filled the air, making me smile a bit.  
 
    ~I am sure you have many questions, and I fear Cori was not in a good place to be able to think things all the way through when she was here earlier. This is what I offer, though you will be under the same restrictions as she, if you choose to learn from me.~ 
 
    Sable and Jo both nodded, eyes wide as they stared at the griffin. 
 
    ~I will teach you how magic works and how to impose your will on it. However, you may not tell anyone about my teaching of you without my prior permission. You will promise to not attack me with any means, magical or mundane. And finally, at some point there will be a decision you must make. You must hear me out if I come to discuss that decision with you. I have already agreed that if there is a time component, my discussion will not prevent you from making that decision, as per Cori's request.~ He fell silent, looking at my two roommates. 
 
    They in turned looked at me. I shrugged. "I agreed. It seemed a small enough price." 
 
    "I'm in," Jo said her eyes alight with excitement.  
 
    "Me too," Sable chimed in, her eyes wide and taking in everything. I just leaned back and wondered where the hidden price to all this was. 
 
    ~Cori, you worry too much. You are mine, I will protect you always,~ Carelian rumbled in my ear. I glanced over to where he was. He lay next to the griffin, looking for all the world like he was sound asleep. 
 
    I hope so.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    American Native Indian tribes have an interesting relationship with the OMO. They are the only group of people technically outside OMO authority and do not subject themselves to the governing body. Technically, as they have treaties that proclaim themselves as sovereign nations outside of US control, there is no leverage to bring them under the OMO governance. Since the borders of the five reservations in America are all strictly patrolled and they allow no one in or out without clearance from both sides, their level of magic users remains opaque. ~ Magic Explained 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It took two hours before we got everything figured out. We would come to his glen every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday from six to eight. Baneyarl promised to open a door for us to his home, we'd learn, and then go home to eat. He did promise while there would be some homework, it would only be similar to what Indira assigned us. More playing with our magic than anything else.  
 
    It took twenty minutes for Jo and Sable to come down off their high at meeting a griffon and be ready to discuss anything. But it was late and we all had school on Monday, and they had a ton of laundry to do. Me? I just needed to think. 
 
    Carelian was sitting on my bed looking at me when my alarm went off Monday morning. I blinked sleep blurred eyes at him. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    ~You shield yourself well. I will stay invisible, though I may show up to speak with Arachena.~ 
 
    I snorted as he verified he could be invisible if he wanted. "Will Baneyarl be watching me?" 
 
    ~No,~ Carelian's voice had a sour note to it. ~He believes you know enough to protect yourself. He regards it as an excellent test of your resourcefulness.~ 
 
    "I really wish people didn't think so highly of me. Help staying alive would be appreciated." I sighed and got ready for my day. Whining wouldn't change anything.  
 
    I walked into Sable making coffee and pouring sugar in and that jogged my memory. "Sable!" 
 
    She jumped and looked at me wide eyed, even at seven-thirty in the morning looking prettier than me on my best day. "What?" 
 
    "Is there a history of diabetes in your family?" I blurted out the question as she looked at me confused, and still not quite awake. 
 
    "History? Well, umm…" She paused and closed her eyes, thinking. "I think my grandmother has it and her sister had it. But dad doesn't. Why?" Her eyes reopened as she looked at me, still frowning.  
 
    "Carelian said your blood smells sweet, a wrong sweet. The only thing that occurs to me when he says that is diabetes." 
 
    She looked at me for a long moment, and I had no clue what thoughts were going through her head. After what seemed like an eternity, she nodded once, sharply. "I'll stop by the urgent care and ask them to take my blood sugar. I'm young and don't have any of the contributing factors, but I'll check." 
 
    I heaved a sigh, feeling both better and silly. I grabbed coffee and a bagel and stepped out, Carelian slipping out next to me. To my vague surprise Alixant wasn't there. I'd kinda expected him to be waiting for me, but he wasn't. The feeling of having a target on my back intensified and I slapped up the time bubble, setting it a full minute out of sync with everything, and started walking. I glanced around trying to see where Carelian was or at least where he had been, or was it would be? Either way I didn't see a thing, and that didn't help my nerves at all.  
 
    Hefting my bag on my back I headed to class, the bubble tight around me. I weaved around people, all of them moving slowly compared to my out-of-time bubble. It both delighted me and gave me the willies. Just the knowledge of what you could do with this if you tried made me nauseous. I got into the building. Opening doors was always problematic, but it was easier if I waited for someone to push it open and then slip in. Once in, I stepped into a corner and dropped the bubble. I waited for the shudder of time catching up with me. I needed to get better at this. 
 
    Carelian appeared at my side and brushed against my legs. I looked down at him and realized he was still getting bigger. In the last month he'd gained another few pounds and now pushed twenty or more. But he had no fat and was all muscle. "Hey, see anything interesting?" I bent over and petted him as I spoke. 
 
    ~No. No one watching you. Just boring birds. Too easy to catch.~ 
 
    I snickered and headed into my Monday morning class, Magic 101. The class had lots of interesting things, talking about the various spells. Bernard focused on Entropy today, but again always high level about how it worked and the specific ways it created effects. The more I listened the more I realized that we were being actively brainwashed into thinking this was all you could do. I kept that idea in my head for when I saw Baneyarl. I wanted to see what he'd have to say instead.  
 
    Charles waved at me, as did Arachena, though I think she was waving at Carelian. When I stepped out of class, I froze. Olivia Jonas pushed herself up from where she'd been leaning against the wall checking her phone. Her mage tattoos seemed subdued today, which made no sense. I watched her warily, and she smiled, though I didn't think it was completely unforced. 
 
    "Morning Cori. Was wondering if I could walk you to your next class?" 
 
    I bit my lip. While Indira could wrap two of us walking in a bubble, I didn't trust myself enough. Carrying Carelian was different, he was touching me. I had only practiced casting it around me, not anyone else. 
 
    ~It is safe enough. I am actively watching.~  
 
    That comment made me want to ask him questions but for now I just nodded at her. "Sure. Something up?" 
 
    She shrugged as she turned to walk with me. I scanned the area as I pushed open the door and saw Carelian dart out before he disappeared into the brush or went invisible. I guess they were the same thing. 
 
    "No. Mostly following up on the attack last week." 
 
    Oh yeah. I'd forgotten. Amazing how a griffin can completely distract you. Even from WHY you met a griffin. 
 
    I steeled myself to practice my not lying even while I scanned the area. It was amazing what constant attempts to kill you did for your situational awareness. 
 
    "Do you have any idea what killed the men attacking you and Agent Alixant?" she asked, her voice oh too casual.  
 
    I stumbled and looked at her. "I thought Alixant killed them?" I thought back. They had asked me who killed the attackers, and I told them I had assumed Alixant. But then on Sunday, Indira had asked me if the creature could have caused the wounds on the dead mages. Not the cops. I'd gotten pissed and left. I figured Alixant had answered all the questions after I blacked out, but then I realized he'd been there too when Baneyarl woke me up. I'd been so mad I hadn't thought about it. If the KO got both of us, he couldn't have killed the mages trying to kill me. 
 
    Olivia shook her head and I ripped my mind away from my spiraling thoughts to pay attention to what she was saying. "No. He said when he went down both were still alive. But before you reappeared in the time bubble, we found both attackers dead. Do you know how or what killed them?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I was unconscious. I didn't see anything." I swallowed, not queasy exactly, I mean how many dead bodies had I seen at this point? But more, how had they been killed? "How were they killed?" 
 
    Olivia frowned at me but she answered. "One had his neck snapped by what looked like a solid blow to the back of his head. The other had his bio-electrics fried. Similar to a KO, but this was on a level we hadn't seen before. At least not officially." 
 
    "Oh," I said, my voice low as I walked towards the next building. "No, I didn't see any of that." 
 
    "So, you don't know who killed the two attackers? Alixant said the KO knocked him out before he could attack." 
 
    "How would I know? I was already unconscious and didn't see anything. Who called it in? They'd have a better idea." 
 
    "A student called it in. Said he just saw the bodies not how they got there, with a bubble in the middle that was 'he thought' a time bubble." Her voice was level. In fact, she sounded just like one of the detectives on Law & Order Magical Case Unit. That made me snicker, at least internally. 
 
    "That was more than I knew. Sorry." 
 
    "Figured I'd ask." She seemed disappointed in my answers, but I didn't look to check her temple again. I needed to get in the habit of remembering magic with faces and names, but right now all I could remember was Entropy Mage. Which didn't tell me enough about her skills, but it meant she didn't have truth sensing. 
 
    "Anything else?" I asked as we climbed the steps to my building, my eyes still scanning the area, though I still didn't know what I was looking for. It was unlikely a person in yellow spandex would jump out, point at me, and yell "I am here to kill you!" 
 
    "No. Just figured I'd check in on you and see how you were doing. Make sure you didn't have any issues." 
 
    "Besides people trying to kill me? Or you trying to make sure I'm not talking about what I did?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" She didn't look at me, instead did the same looking around I was doing.  
 
    "Just means I know whose side you're on. Have a good day, Detective," I said and moved through the doors towards my next class, Carelian on my heels as I left her behind me. I got through the doors and left her on the other side of them. I headed in to find Indira lurking at the door, rather than being in her classroom. 
 
    I fought back a sigh and looked at her. "Checking to make sure I showed up?" 
 
    She shrugged. "Is there anything wrong if I did?" 
 
    "Makes me wonder if you think I'll get killed that easily or you know something I don't know." I looked at her, both annoyed and warmed by her waiting for me. 
 
    "Just making sure you're okay. Mentor, remember? I have a duty towards you." Her voice was slightly chiding, and I nodded. 
 
    "True. But I've got a time bubble for me down. The rest I don't know. But maybe three of them dying will make them think twice," I said as I walked towards the classroom.  
 
    "Maybe. I know Joanne has spread out the news about you being in Emrys. So that should help also, but it won't be overnight." 
 
    "Obviously," I muttered as I climbed the stairs up to my normal seat, Carelian stopping to sniff noses or legs with Arachena. He bounded up the stairs and settled next to me. 
 
    "She say hello?" 
 
    ~Passed on news about the realms. Nothing interesting at moment.~ He focused on his paws instead of looking at me. Typical cat. 
 
    I focused on class, trying to think about what she showed us and what I would ask Baneyarl. Today was about the rarer strengths—Non-organic.  
 
    "Most people with this as a strength end up in the physical sciences. Even via the draft you'll find yourself pointed to R&D, Space Research, Military Weapons, or possibly the USGS. This is one of those areas where the more you know the better you are at what you can do, which is why specialization is so important." She walked back and forth as she spoke. "My degree is in quantum physics as I'm strong in Entropy and Time, while my specialization is in planar rips. I'm sure this will or won't surprise you, but the OMO regards the Area 51 planar rips as theirs alone and doesn't normally allow those who work for the government access. What this means is I know the structure of atoms, quarks, particles, and other things very well. It also means that if you asked me the chemical makeup of caffeine or salicylic acid I'd have to go look it up." She reached into the box at her feet and pulled out two objects and placed them on the table. 
 
    The class giggled as one of them was a giant piece of chalk, like what a kid might use to draw on the sidewalk. The other was a chunk of geode, cut open to reveal the crystals inside.  
 
    "Remember, one of my strengths is Non-organic, which means I can use the following spells: Forge, purify, magnetism, id element, call element, move electron/subatomic observation, and electricity. Now I'm sure, as you can guess, magnetism, forge, and electricity won't do us much good with these two items. And to be frank, forge requires a crucible and heat, and we aren't about to do that in a classroom, though you will get to play with it in your labs as you go through your classes. But what I can do is show you how you can use this with only a small offering because I know exactly what I'm looking for." 
 
    She lifted the geode up and put it on an old-fashioned projector machine. It showed the beauty of the rock on the screen behind her. "There are little strands of pyrite going through the quartz in here. If you can't see it now, you'll be able to come down after class and inspect it."  
 
    Indira set it back down and took a seat next to the table, putting herself at chest level to the geode. "Call element is of great use to mining companies, the USGS, and for those of an artistic bent to create beautiful jewelry." She paused to smile at all of us. "Remember that. Just because you are a mage, doesn't mean you can't follow art, you just need to think about it more." 
 
    That made me pull up my phone and do a quick search for mage artists. The search results exploded with links and some of what I saw were stunning pieces of art and drawings. I filed that away. I had no artistic bent, but it made me feel a bit better that maybe the draft wasn't a slave system like I'd feared.  
 
    "I had to look up the structure of pyrite, because it isn't something I was all that familiar with. But if you get into professions that require it, you'll learn multiple molecular strands and chains that will become as easy to recall as your family address." She pointed at one of the larger crystals at the top of the geode. "Now this is not as glamorous as they make it sound in the movies, and I'm also not willing to go bald to impress you." There was a round of laughter at that and she flashed a smile, sultry and familiar. "Watch the line of gold." 
 
    She glanced at it and held a small dish of white ceramic under it. The gold-colored substance seemed to ooze out of the crystal and drip down into the dish until the crystal was clear except for a small visible flaw.  
 
    "Who can tell me the problem about how I did this?" 
 
    A few hands shot up. Mine wasn't one of them because I was still trying to wrap my mind around what she had done.  
 
    "You had to melt it and move it to get it out," someone answered. I blinked back into the conversation as I tried to understand what she had done. 
 
    "Exactly. That requires more energy, but in most cases that is the only way to make this work. Note that you also have to have an opening for it to come through otherwise you'll need to make one, something usually easier to do with a hammer than your magic." 
 
    Again laughter rolled through the classroom and she kept talking. I settled in and thought about it, mostly how to use that idea to protect those I love.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    The feared Rogue hunters used by the US government to find mages who have avoided the draft are nothing but hired killers. Why are you forced into hiding if you don't want to get addicted to the power of magic? Your strength marks you as a threat! Fight against the chains of the OMO. ~ Freedom from Magic 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The rest of the day went the same way. I saw Indira twice, and Alixant three times. They didn't approach me, I just saw them as I went from one class to another. I still didn't know where I fell on the annoyance level—amused or irritated. 
 
    The smell of chorizo and salsa hit me as I walked into the apartment and I looked at Jo, surprised. "I thought we were going to eat after." Even as I said that I moved closer to the stove. Rice, peppers, chorizo, my mouth totally disagreed with what my brain was saying. 
 
    "I know, but I was starving and couldn't settle down to study, so food. This way we don't go on an empty stomach." 
 
    "Not going to argue." I glanced at my phone. "We have about twenty, so gimmee." Jo laughed at me as she dished some into a bowl. "Where's Sable?" 
 
    "She said she'd be home in a few." Jo shrugged.  
 
    The conversation from that morning went through my mind and I hoped Carelian had been wrong. Food was more important than anything else and I couldn't resist taking a bite.  
 
    ~Want some,~ Carelian protested.  
 
    I gave him a look but shrugged. The cat knew what he could or couldn't eat better than me. I dished some up into a small dish and set it at his place on the table. He sampled it, ears twitching as he thought, then he inhaled it to my amusement. I looked up to see Jo laughing too. That was what Sable walked into; us giggling at my familiar eating Jo's Spanish rice.  
 
    "Hey gorgeous. How's your day?" Jo asked as she moved to set a bowl at Sable's place. Sable smiled, but I thought it seemed a bit forced.  
 
    "Long. But let's talk about it after Baneyarl. I've been thinking about it all day." 
 
    A strange sensation, not a buzz or a purr, just an underlying vibration to her words. I'd been playing with my psychic skills as those were the rarest, but one set of homework said you could train yourself to use them more easily than some of the others since so much of it was passive with almost no offerings required. Truth was one of those. Strong Psychic mages could force you to tell the truth and some merlins could rip it out of your mind. Both sounded horrid to me but knowing when people lied might be useful. 
 
    So does that mean she's lying?  
 
    I wasn't going to pry, not yet. Besides, I was interested to see what Baneyarl said. We all finished eating with Carelian licking his bowl clean. We got ready and stood in the living room, feeling a bit stupid. 
 
    "Now what?" Jo asked looking around. 
 
    ~I let him know. The door should open shortly,~ Carelian said, working on making sure the fur on his tail was perfect.  
 
    "You can talk to him from here?" Sable asked. She'd smoothed out, that was the best way to describe it, but Jo kept glancing at her, so I knew she'd picked up on something too. 
 
    Carelian's ear flicked back and forward but he didn't answer, instead sat up into the Egyptian Cat pose and stared at the wall. A flash of pain in my mind as it rippled and grew to about six feet, then widened until it was about three feet across. He rose and strode through as easy as walking out the door. Fighting not to be giddy I followed him. I stepped into the clearing. It looked the same, but this time instead of a table and tea there were three pillows and a bunch of rocks on one end with Baneyarl sprawled in the middle.  
 
    ~Queans, welcome. Are you ready to start?~ Baneyarl asked as he looked at us, his purple wings sleek against his back. 
 
    "Absolutely," Sable said, taking the lead. I was still looking around, curious about the changes, but I followed her. 
 
    ~Excellent. Take a seat. We will start with Elements as all of you have at least one.~ His hawklike gaze focused on Jo first. ~You are Air, while Sable is Fire and Water. Cori has Earth. I have Water as well as Air, so this will work out well. Having the full quartet provides opportunities that others envy. Between the three of you, you have all the elements. It makes you a very powerful coven.~ 
 
    "Wait, coven?" I said. Carelian had mentioned something like that.  
 
    Baneyarl shot me a look I interpreted as amusement. ~Is that not what you humans call a group of witches?~ 
 
    I started to protest but couldn't and shrugged. "Point." 
 
    ~Sable, you have Fire. Tell me how you'd burn this feather.~ One of his feathers floated to where we were sitting, hanging in the air.  
 
    Sable nodded and talked about what Indira had told us about molecules and moving them faster until they ignited and reducing the amount of offering that was required. 
 
    Baneyarl looked at us. While I didn't know how to read an eagle's face, I was sure his look was somewhere around "are you kidding" and "WTF" but that was just a guess. After a long, very long moment of silence, he finally spoke again. ~While I must admire your creativity at how you manipulate the world around you, it removes the wonder of magic more than a little. Most magic is powered by different forces in the universe, though I am now wondering if I need to go back to your realm and practice more magic.~ He shook his head as if shaking away an idea. ~But be that as it may, the elements are in almost all things. All life, all stone, all beings hold some or all of the elements inside them. While each element is pure within itself, they work together in wondrous ways. Earth is the slowest to respond compared to the other elements but it is still the foundation for us all.~ 
 
    I watched and listened carefully, because something about this sounded not wrong, but incomplete. 
 
    ~Within the feather are the elements from which it was created. Its cells still have the spark of Fire, of Water, of Air and Earth in them. They were made from them. All you have to do is call forth the element you wish. Fire is always the easiest as it consumes and feeds itself. Sable, as a mage with Fire and Water, you should be able to sense it. Reach into the feather and call it forward. The offering is not the price you pay for magic, but the offering to the element to feed it as it answers.~ 
 
    Sable looked at Jo with a dubious look, but she just shrugged. We were here to learn and if we didn't believe a creature that was literally magic didn't know how to use it, then we were wasting everyone's time.  
 
    Separating out a few strands of hair, she still needed to focus to make sure she offered what she wanted and not some random strands. She'd mentioned the awareness of her body didn’t' come naturally to her. Jo and I were both far ahead of her when it came to choosing what to offer. 
 
    Shaking out her shoulders Sable stared at the feather. 
 
    I couldn't sense anything, but that didn't matter. Other than planar rips, I'd never really sensed magic, but I watched her, eager and worried about my turn.  
 
    "Nothing's happening," Sable said, the frown creating creases between her eyebrows. 
 
    ~Don't tell it to catch fire, call the fire to you. It exists in that feather, and your cells are your offering. Think of it like bait trying to lure something to you.~ 
 
    Sable shot him a look, then smiled. "Oh, teasing. That I'm very good at." 
 
    "Oh yes you are," Jo said glancing at her sideways. 
 
    ~Yes. Fire is mischievous and fickle, but it is always hungry. Offer the tasty cells and it will come to eat them, then, as Fire is wont to do, destroy what held it if only lightly.~ 
 
    Sable winked at Jo and, still holding her three strands, looked at the feather again. "Here Fire, Fire, I have nice organic material for you," she murmured in a singsong voice.  
 
    One of the hairs she held curled in a wisp of smoke, then it vaporized. A split second after that, the feather burst into hungry flames, brighter and more powerful than what I'd seen candles do. In a second, it had crumbled to ash. 
 
    I was struggling to process what I'd seen even as Sable leaned back, her eyes wide. "Wow, that has never happened before." 
 
    ~Well done. But there you can see the difference in the techniques. I suspect if you had lit the feather your way it would have burned slowly and in the lower heat ranges. But when you call Fire, it comes with all its potential and explodes onto the scene.~ 
 
    "That was extremely cool—Air and Earth are so boring." Jo pouted a bit. 
 
    I couldn't argue with that, but that was why they often used Fire to demonstrate magic, because it was showy and visible. 
 
    ~Oh, I don't know about that. I believe you saw the power of Air at the appearance of Tirsane on your plane.~ Baneyarl had both a chiding and an amused tone. ~In many ways air is the easiest to call.~ 
 
    Jo snapped her attention to him. "Really?" 
 
    ~You are breathing are you not?~ This time the amusement was obvious. 
 
    "Oh. Point." But she said the words slowly, as if that hadn't really occurred to her.  
 
    ~So while air isn't in the objects, it is always around us.~ He paused and tilted his head. ~Unless you find yourself in space. Then you will be at a significant disadvantage.~ Humor laced his tone and Carelian sniffed, but in amusement or disdain I wasn't sure.  
 
    "Wait. I can almost process the elements being how you say and having personalities for lack of a better word. What about the others, though? You have Non-organic, Pattern, and Entropy—those can't be beings or essences or whatever," I protested, now royally confused. 
 
    ~No, but there is always intent. Master mages often use magic in a way that makes sense to them. For example, an Avian mage I know thinks of everything like music and that is how she performs her spells—they are all songs constructed to do what she needs. Magic is an entity herself.~ 
 
    I looked at him blankly. He ruffled his feathers. ~All I can do is ask that you try it my way.~ 
 
    "Oh, I plan to, it just doesn't make sense to me," I protested, feeling like I was being ungrateful. 
 
    ~It is magic. Even your science only follows rules as you come to understand them. Do you not change them regularly?~ 
 
    "Yeah, kinda. But some things don't change." I wanted to argue, but I knew he was right. They used to think the Earth was flat, that a god dragged the sun around the earth, and that diseases were caused by demons. 
 
    ~True, but your explanation of how and why they work changes often. Now, Cori, see that rock over there, the one with the feather laying on top of it?~ He deftly changed the subject, and I frowned but let him. I needed time to think about this. Adding it to my ponder-over-later list, I turned to look at the rocks. One of the smallest had a purple feather laying on the top of it. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    ~Earth is slow to respond, but it is always around us, even the Water of the oceans knows it exists at Earth's whim. Reach into the rock and ask Earth to separate.~ 
 
    I had to parse what he meant but couldn't argue. If the earth split open revealing the molten rock that lay at the heart of our planet, the waters would vaporize, though I'd never thought of it like that. So he wanted me to ask Earth to separate? I hadn't gotten to the specialty stuff, that all started next semester and I'd be doubling up on my magic and science classes, so other than the times I'd used Earth trying to protect myself I had only played with it a little.  
 
    If this was a class and Indira had asked me to do this, what would I do? Tell all the individual molecules to break their connections and turn to dust, I guess. I reached out with that idea and the amount required made me flinch. I'd lose half my hair length—not acceptable. 
 
    "I don't understand. If I try to break it down to individual molecules, the offering would be a lot." I actually knew down to the molecule, but a lot made more sense.  
 
    ~Cori, you are overthinking this. Earth is slow, it needs to be sweet-talked. Offer it a reward for doing what you ask.~ If exasperation had a sound, it was the rattling sigh he made even as the words were in my mind. 
 
    Fine, fine. I'll offer.  
 
    I felt ridiculous, but I reached out, looking for Earth or something that felt like Earth.  
 
    Want some nice hair cells? If you just break into pieces, it's all yours.  
 
    Something stirred in the rock, or maybe it was the rock. A questing brush, then acceptance, that familiar tug, but this time there were emotions attached. The hair I'd visualized crumbled into nothingness as the rock did the same. 
 
    "Merlin's Balls!" 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    The uptick in wizards and archmages in the United States Southeast is concerning. While normally 80% of those tested are mages, we have historically seen, and continue to see in other regions, a breakdown of 35% hedge, 20% magician, 25% wizard, 19% archmage, and 1% merlin. In the last month only for the American Southeast we are seeing 95% positive rates, with 10% hedge, 30% magician, 35% wizard, 23% archmage, and 2% merlin. ~ OMO internal report. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    By the time we left Baneyarl, we were exhausted, but also brimming with excitement. Part of me really wanted to get back to Earth, our Earth, and see if magic behaved the same way. We'd gone over all the elements and they all could be bribed or courted depending on your point of view. He had promised to start teaching us shields Wednesday, which excited and worried me. I just wanted to crawl into my bed. I was past exhausted. 
 
    We stumbled back into the living room, or at least I did. Apparently, it helped to pick your feet up and step over the edge of planar rips. I shook my head trying to clear the fuzziness, very glad we'd eaten before we left. Otherwise I'd be going to bed hungry. Even eating sounded like too much effort. I turned to tell them good night. 
 
    "Okay Sable. What is going on? Why were you late and what has you upset? Did something happen?" Jo looked at Sable with an expression I recognized, worry, concern, and stubbornness. A pang shot through me and I pushed it away, worry spiking right behind it. I'd forgotten. How could I have forgotten? 
 
    I sank down on the couch and Carelian sprang up next to me. But he didn't purr, just pressed against me, his ears flicked forward towards the two of them. 
 
    "I-," Sable broke off and sighed. "I really need a drink, but that isn't on the table. Let me get a glass of water and I'll explain. Promise." She turned and headed into the kitchen before Jo could respond.  
 
    Biting her lip, Jo sank down into her chair, elbows braced on her knees watching Sable take much longer than necessary to get water and come back. I petted Carelian, trying not to think or guess. My guesses were always worse than reality, so I'd just wait. Even if I wanted to jump up and shake her until she told us. 
 
    Sable came back and sank into her chair. We all had our own desk chairs, crowding the living room when you included the club chair and the futon couch. But we made it work and having your own place to do homework helped us turn on and off homework mode. She took a sip of the water then looked at Jo. 
 
    "So, Cori mentioned something to me this morning." 
 
    "What?" Jo looked stricken and glanced at me, worry in her face. 
 
    "Jo, stop it. Nothing bad. Not like that," Sable interjected and I could see Jo relax. That surprised me. She was worried about me not liking Sable? The thought had never occurred to me. I didn't know how I felt about that. Another thing to figure out. "She told me Carelian thought my blood smelled sweet." 
 
    "Smelled sweet?" Jo parroted, looking at me, Carelian, and then back at Sable. 
 
    "Jo, chill. Let me tell you." Sable smiled at this point and I watched her relax. "Sweet. So I said I'd stop by the clinic after class. It turns out it's a good thing I did. I have diabetes. Type 1. They said they've been seeing more people develop it in their twenties. It's called LADA or Latent Autoimmune Diabetes, though that is just one name. Basically, I have juvenile diabetes even though I didn't have it as a kid. I need to go in for a bunch more tests, but they say I'm just developing it so I'm eligible for some new drug trials. Either way, it is manageable. I just need to get the tests done and see what we can do. But that means monitoring my food and my blood sugar for the next few weeks." She shrugged, but even I could tell she wasn't happy. "No big deal. I needed to lose weight anyhow." That lie screamed to me, but I didn't say anything.  
 
    Jo stood, and I saw the indecision in her body. She wanted to hug Sable and scream at the same time. I took the choice out of her hand. With a grunt of effort—I needed to get back to the gym—I stood and went over and hugged Sable. "I'm glad I told you. Maybe they can find a cure or something. This is a good thing, right?" 
 
    "It is, actually. They almost never get anyone coming in this early. Usually they only come in when there are issues and I'm coming in now. So yeah, this is a good thing." 
 
    "Move Cori. I wanna hug my girlfriend," Jo said behind me, her voice tight with emotion. I released Sable, and she fell into Jo's arms. I took the time to clean up the kitchen. When Sable excused herself to use the bathroom, Jo stomped into the kitchen and slumped against the counter. 
 
    "This sucks. What good is magic? So I can blow a feather around or pull metal from the Earth. It can't cure a disease or stop a heart attack," she ranted, though her arms were wrapped tightly around her, jaw clenched. 
 
    "A mage saved Stinky's legs," I pointed out, and she sighed. 
 
    "I know, but he fixed something broken. How do you fix a broken pancreas or immune system? How do you make someone not be sick?" 
 
    "I don't know. But isn't that why Baneyarl is teaching us? So we can figure out these things? Maybe they can use magic to fix stuff. It would be nice. I want to know how to stop people from dying." My voice broke a bit. I so rarely talked about Stevie. "I want to know why people die. How I can stop them from dying? No one should hold someone they love as they die. It's a horrible thing." 
 
    "Oh, I don't know. I always thought if I had to die that would be the way to go," Sable said, coming from the hall into the kitchen. "I mean, it seems like that is the best way out of this life, in the arms of the person you love." 
 
    I shrugged. "Maybe, if you're old and gray, like sixty, and have lived your life. Then maybe. But young? No one should lose their child. No one should hold their brother as they die." I said this a bit too forcefully as I set a mug down and it shattered as it hit the bottom of the sink. 
 
    "You have Murphy up again," Jo said as she grabbed a paper towel to pick up the pieces.  
 
    "Dang it. Maybe there is an easy way to repair. I know a Pattern mage can rebuild it, but you'd still need hours and lots of glue." I looked mournfully at the blue-green bits of ceramic. I'd gotten that for winning the vocabulary bee in eighth grade. That had been the prize. One more aspect of my past in pieces. 
 
    "Sorry, Cori," Jo said as she threw the towel with broken pieces away. I pulled down the Murphy surrounding me and forced a smile. 
 
    "I don't know about you two, but I'm wiped. I still have classes tomorrow and need to read up for a quiz." At least with most of my papers done I didn't need to panic too much. "I wanted to remind you what Alixant mentioned. We already know we can't tell anyone about this but be careful that anything you do can be explained away as one of the set spells. I suspect we'll learn stuff that we won't be able to cover, but that means not doing it in public. We have to be very careful until we are well done with our draft." 
 
    "And you have your own private compound for us to retreat to?" Jo teased me, but I saw the seriousness on her face. 
 
    "Pretty much. Starting to think that is why some merlins have compounds. Not to hide, but to keep the government and the OMO out of their business." I sighed. "I want to learn this stuff, but I'd like us not to get killed because we aren't people they can control. Control seems extremely important to them." 
 
    "Yeah. Even my dad is worried about that with you. You are a magnet, Cori, for good or bad you seem to be in the center of things you can't control," Sable said, leaning against Jo a bit. She looked as exhausted as I felt, her normal perky smile flat and worn. 
 
    "Tell me about it. It is ridiculous, but what can I do with my luck?" I said finishing cleaning up. "We ready for bed?" 
 
    "Oh! I forgot to tell you. Mami called me today. She said she'd be down this weekend." I flinched as I knew she would want to go out and I couldn't risk her. I wasn't good enough to shield multiple people—yet. "Stop it, Cori," Jo chided, reaching out to slap my arm lightly. "Mami knows what's going on. While she's annoyed at everyone about this, she'll tell you what she's been doing. She would never risk your life or put our family in danger." 
 
    I sighed and nodded my head, recognizing something I couldn't change. 
 
    "Good. She has her heart dead set on a Saturday brunch with the three of us, so about ten expect her here loaded with everything you could ever want for a brunch. I swear she'll spend Friday night cooking." 
 
    "Oh," I said and felt a silly smiled cross my face. I missed her. The entire Guzman family really, but Marisol specifically.  
 
    "She misses you and was very bummed you didn't come up with us. But she gets it. The rest I'll let her tell you." A huge yawn cracked her jaw as she finished. "Yeah, bed sounds good. I'll use the extra time tomorrow to catch up on my readings." 
 
    A few minutes later I was crawling into bed when Carelian jumped up. Lately he'd decided he preferred to be under my bed on a pillow he'd pilfered, claiming it was the most comfortable option in the house. I gave him a look that I figured he could see. He saw better than I could in the dim light. 
 
    "Do I want to know?" 
 
    ~You did… acceptably today,~ Carelian said, and I shifted as I felt him staring at me. 
 
    "Which means what?" I asked, my arms crossed. 
 
    ~That you will struggle more than I had hoped to balance out the magic and the science. It is magic. For all that your people want to wrap rules and conditions around it, it is still magic.~ 
 
    "Everything has rules," I protested, frustrated that a cat was being judgy. A magical cat, but still. 
 
    ~Does it? Do emotions? Do thoughts? Do random synapses have an order in which they fire?~ 
 
    "Well, no," I muttered. A cat was making fun of me. Either I was really tired or I'd hit the peak of low in my life. 
 
    ~Cori.~ I stiffened. He rarely used my name. ~You have things to unlearn, but Baneyarl is not displeased, I just—~ he heaved a mental sigh in my brain. It tickled. ~—I wanted my queans to be incredible, not normal.~ 
 
    "Oh Carelian." This time I sighed and pulled him to me, cuddling him like he was still a tiny kitten and not the growing behemoth he would be. "You are incredible. Give us time. We might surprise you." 
 
    ~You will never surprise me. I expect you to surprise everyone else.~ He cuddled into my arms purring. I held him tight but deep inside I wondered what he suspected that I had no clue about. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    While most branches have seven spells associated with them, Psychic has only four, and only two of them are actively taught. The other two, Telepathy and KO, are only taught during your draft service. There are some abilities that are regarded as so dangerous or laden with risk that only certain people are authorized to learn them. ~ Magic Explained. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    There were two more attempts on my life in the next week and I quit being able to think it was just my luck.  
 
    The first had been clumsy, and it had to be some idiot from a local gang, as he ran at me with a knife yelling about die and I'll be rich.  I took a page from the mage that had tried to kill me in the street and sank him up to his waist in the ground, and just walked away. Carelian peed on him. 
 
    The second, oddly enough, involved poison. That Carelian stopped by sniffing my food I'd ordered at the food cart, I'd forgotten to grab a lunch. I used magic to pull out the elements and identified chemical structures, and sure enough someone had tried to use cyanide on me. It would have worked except for his nose. Carelian got extra salmon that night. 
 
    It made me jumpy, paranoid, and cranky. The only time I wasn't on edge was either in the apartment, and there I still worried someone might blow it up, or in Baneyarl's realm. Or space. Or whatever his little bubble of existence was called. He made us think of magic differently and while it frustrated me—I liked rules and predictable results—the possibilities were endless.  
 
    Friday, knowing the weekend was ahead and the odds were either Alixant or Indira or someone else would be pushing for more information about the incident where Baneyarl had rescued me, we focused on mental and physical shields.  
 
    ~No matter what you think, there is no difference between mental and physical defenses. They are the same thing, controlling a branch of magic to protect you. What you must do is decide how to use your ability to protect yourself. Cori, I shall leave you for last, as you have a veritable plethora of strong branches to choose from, and start with Jo,~ Baneyarl said, moving his giant head to peer at Jo. She squirmed a bit but stood up and walked to the middle of the clearing.  
 
    ~Transform is your strength. We will start with physical first. What surrounds you?~ 
 
    We'd gotten better at his leading questions, but even so she shrugged. "Air, dust, pollen, my clothes." 
 
    ~Accurate, but not quite enough. Even the air we breathe is filled with tiny organisms, bits of life. If you take those, you are strong enough to make them into a wall around you. Though it is easier with air, which is why you will use Air to augment your Transform ability.~ He kept stumbling over the word Transform and I wondered what he knew it as. 
 
    "You can do that?" Sable was leaning forward, very interested. The idea of using magic to augment other skills wasn't addressed much in any of the college classes. 
 
    ~Of course. That is why merlins are so feared, not because of their power but because they can combine it to do multiple things. Did you not know that?~ He sounded surprised. 
 
    We all looked at each other and I shrugged. "Maybe? I mean, I know the best volcanologists are merlins with Fire and Earth, but I figured that just let them do it better, I never really thought about combining it." 
 
    "Yeah, she's right," Sable said slowly. "I knew of a merlin with Air and Water, and the weather guys were offering him lots of money as he could sense the changes, but I didn't think about it. They harp that the sections are separate, and you use one or the other at any given time." I could almost hear our minds spinning. 
 
    ~Humans, always making things fit into boxes when they have no shape,~ Baneyarl muttered. ~You will owe me, Carelian. This is most frustrating.~ 
 
    ~You are enjoying the challenge.~ Carelian seemed unconcerned by Baneyarl and didn't open his eyes from where he lay sprawled under the trees. 
 
    Baneyarl flipped his tail once in Carelian's direction and looked at Jo. ~Take your Transform and Air and create a shield. Air doesn't have to be pliable, it has a value all its own. It can even freeze.~ 
 
    "If I get it that cold, it would be so cold it would kill us all," Jo protested, crossing her arms and glaring. 
 
    ~You are taking this much too literally. It is magic. Tell the air to hold in place, to be impenetrable, to take the dust and particles and make them rigid, strong enough to block. Remember, Air is bribable—bribe it, ask it to stand still, to protect.~ 
 
    Jo took a deep breath and stared. The hair at the end of her locks stirred and a tiny bit floated away. The area around her became oddly fuzzy, as if I needed to clean my glasses, except I wasn't wearing any. 
 
    A stone flew towards her, hit with a muffled whack and fell down. 
 
    "Holy shit, it worked. And it didn't collapse." She poked at it, a funny look on her face. Then she took a step to one side, and it flowed with her. A larger rock flew at her and she flinched, but the odd denseness captured it and it fell to the ground with a thwump, dust flying up from the impact. 
 
    ~Well done. Not elegant in execution, but with experience you will create it thinner and convince Air to follow you. For the elements, it might be wise to offer them bribes occasionally just because. It makes them more interested in you, which is rarely bad. At least on your plane.~ 
 
    He went through a similar thing with Sable using Water and Fire. Hers looked more like steam where the moisture caught it and Fire vaporized it. "I don't understand, how can Fire and Water work together?" Sable said as she ran her fingers through her odd wall. "And why aren't I getting burned or trapped or something?" 
 
    ~It is magic. Do you not think it knew what you wanted, which was a shield to bend and flex with you? And why would it harm that which created it? While Fire can get hungry and burn both, it only happens when it is no longer controlled by you but by its hunger.~ 
 
    That kinda made sense in my head and explained why Fire mages could throw fire and not get hurt but couldn't put their hands in a flame. 
 
    ~As to the elements working together, they are not enemies. I have found many of your cultures seem to think Fire and Water are enemies. They are powerful together and can change the other elements. Don't think they can be pitted against each other. You must respect their powers and allow them to work together. Watch.~ His voice dropped off in a way I had come to recognize he was concentrating on something.  
 
    A small stream that I had not noticed before—how had I not noticed it?—bubbled, then a spout rose in the air and began to twist and dance. Air lifted my hair causing it to dance around me even as the water took shapes and twisted around in a manner that seemed, for lack of a better word, magical. 
 
    "Wow. I've heard of some people that can do that, but I thought it was a pure Water skill," Sable said, her eyes narrowed. 
 
    ~You can do it with all Water but it requires larger volumes to support the structure. With Air, the requirements are altered.~ He looked at us. ~Now Cori, yours is both the easiest and the hardest. Are you ready?~ 
 
    "Sure," I lied as I rose. "What do I do?" 
 
    From the laughter in his tone I thought he knew I was lying, but I'd still try, ready or not.  
 
    ~Your physical shield of Earth is the easiest, but I believe you already know how to do that. Demonstrate please,~ Baneyarl said, his wings half mantled as if ready to leap into flight. That added to my stress. Did he think something would go wrong? I swallowed hard and nodded.  
 
    The clearing provided much dust, but I decided I'd try the bribe method instead of what I was coming to realize was the brute force method we were taught on Earth. We just wrapped it up in science and made it seem logical, which made me feel better, but I was coming to realize logic had nothing to do with how magic really worked. Visualization was everything.  
 
    "Here Earth, I have some blood for you, want to make sure nothing can get to me?" I said it softly, almost singsong for some reason. Dust exploded around me as the drop of blood I'd provided, courtesy of a torn hangnail, vaporized. A rock came flying towards it, but instead of dropping to the ground like with Jo and Sable, it vanished into dust and became part of the shield surrounding me. 
 
    "Merlin's balls, Cori. That's incredible," Jo said. I turned to look at her, but it was like looking through a windshield on a car that had just gone off-roading. I could see her figure but no details.  
 
    ~Excellent. The Earth is active and grabbing any projectile to help protect you. I wonder.~ Something came flying at me and the glint of metal had me ducking, but it hit and crumbled, joining the rest of the material. ~Very well done. That was a small lump of metal and Earth pulled it in just like the rest. Offering blood was an excellent choice. While any offering of yourself is regarded as flattering, offering living blood is the most flattering and effective, well short of organs or other items.~ His voice trailed off and I got the feeling he was listening to something. 
 
    "That is pretty cool, but not exactly subtle. Your time bubble is probably easier to deal with," Sable pointed out as I let the Earth go, saying thank you. I felt silly, but it felt wrong to NOT say thank you.  
 
    ~That is true, but sometimes being out of time is not the best option, ~ said Baneyarl. ~I must say that I am confused. Carelian said you were broken, but you seem capable mages, what about you says that you are broken?~ His head tilted as he scanned us for defects or something like that. I squirmed and saw Jo drawing on the ground with her toe. 
 
    "I don't know if it I'm broken, but I apparently have a disease that will follow me the rest of my life." Sable shrugged. "Rather than get into specifics, let's just say my body doesn't deal with food correctly and that can kill me if I'm not careful." 
 
    Watching a griffin frown was odd, the ridges of his face pulled down and his glare intensified. It made my skin crawl and I wanted to move away from his gaze.  
 
    ~That makes no sense. Why is it not being repaired?~ 
 
    Jo laughed. It was bitter, and I flinched at the sound of it. "We can't fix stuff like that. I guess creatures here are lucky and they don't have issues like that. Me, I have trouble with words and letters. I can read, but they move around and there isn't anything they can do to stop it. So, I'll graduate if I'm lucky, but it will be with a B not an A. No matter how hard I work I can't get things to be perfect and memorizing everything I hear gets exhausting." By the end, she just sounded tired and ready to go home.  
 
    ~That makes no sense.~ This time his voice sounded thoughtful, and I saw his wing twitch. ~What of you Cori? Are you also broken?~ 
 
    "Probably. My brother is dead. And I've got all this power. But you'll have to ask Carelian if I am, because I don't know what his definition of broken is. He says we aren't as powerful as we should be. And Jo and Sable aren't broken, just themselves." I had to defend them. My best friend wasn't broken. And diabetes wasn't that big of a deal, only annoying.  
 
    ~I see.~ He gave us the strangest look, which given he had a beak was saying something.  He shook his head, the feathers around his neck flaring up, then settled back down. ~Very well.  Now for mental shields. Of this, Cori, you will have the easiest time. Then Sable. Jo I will need to work with, so be on your guard.~  
 
    The change of subject caused me a bit of mental whiplash as I looked at him. "Okay. What?" 
 
    ~You have access to the Spirit magic, it calls to you. Those of us with magic in this realm can do things that most do not understand.~ 
 
    "Wait, you're a merlin?" I didn't know why that just dawned on me, but I looked at him surprised and now looking for his mage tattoos, which he wouldn't have.  
 
    His wings shifted a bit. ~It would depend on how that term was applied. Am I a mage that uses magic across the realms, yes. My primary realm is what you call Spirit but I can use Water and a few others as well.~  
 
    I shot him a sharp look. I recognized deflection, but I didn't say anything. We all had our secrets. 
 
    ~Elements are easy to work with, but the Spirit realm can be one of the most powerful. After all, your soul exists in your mind and it is easy to prevent others from touching it.~ 
 
    "Huh?" What I had managed to read on Spirit magic, and I had barely put a dent in the books Marisol had gifted me, was very explicit about the spells available in Spirit and Soul and how they could be used. This threw me because other than the KO spell, most of them seemed kind of weak and boring. Especially when compared to Fire or Time. In the Psychic branch it had only mentioned four: Telepathy, Truth, KO, and Memory. When I checked with the college curriculum only Telepathy and Truth were taught. 
 
    ~You cling so hard to your science, you keep forgetting this is magic. Here is what mind reading feels like.~ A whisper of pressure, a feeling of something foreign in my mind and I flinched.  
 
    ~See. If you are paying attention, it is obvious. Now usually only surface thoughts can be read. In your mind I saw an image of books and spells and what looked like a list of classes.~ Baneyarl made it sound like that happened all the time. 
 
    I choked down vague nausea and I nodded. "But isn't that  telepathy? They lump it together. So, can I talk to Carelian without sound?" It should have occurred to me sooner, but I didn't even have classes in Spirit spells until my last semester. 
 
    ~You don't already?~ Baneyarl's feathers flared and he glanced at Carelian. 
 
    ~She needs to use her magic more before I can teach her. She is too jumbled and blasts everything.~ It sounded like a complaint, and I glared at Carelian. 
 
    ~Ah. True. They come into it so late and they do not speak this way as most of us do. But all your queans should learn, and soon. It is a great advantage among humans that depend on sound.~ 
 
    ~How?~ Carelian asked as I thought the same thing. Jo and Sable both leaned forward looking just as interested. 
 
    "Yes, I thought only Spirit mages could learn telepathy," Sable said frowning. 
 
    ~No. All mages can speak mind to mind if they wish to learn. It is part of having connections to magic, and as you all have connections to Carelian, it should be easy enough. You may need to learn to meditate and focus on clear thoughts. That should help.~ He shifted his gaze back to me. ~For now, if you feel that pressure, think of a wall of noise between you and the pressure. Try it.~ 
 
    He spent the next twenty minutes helping me create what he called a rudimentary shield.  
 
    ~That will do. But we must get you all trained.~ He heaved a sigh. ~Go. I will see you on Monday. I have much to consider.~ 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Some have argued that Call Lightning, an Air spell, and Electricity, a Non-Organic spell, show that there is crossover between the branches. There are a few that seem similar at first glance. Call Element and Call Mineral, Non-Organic and Earth respectively, have factors in common. But the way you find and create them is greatly different. All branches have their own aspects and just because of surface similarities you should not think they are the same. ~ Magic Explained.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Saturday morning we got up and cleaned the house like mad women. While it was cramped with the three of us, we made it work, but it meant we needed it clean by the time Marisol got there. Her look of disappointment hurt too much not to. The counters were ready for dishes and we even got some flowers to put on the table in two hours.  
 
    Carelian wisely stayed out of our way until we heard the knock on the door. Jo pulled it open to reveal a smiling Marisol standing there. "Josefa, excellent, here are the keys. Go get supplies," Marisol ordered her. 
 
    "Si, mami." Jo hugged her tightly and headed out to where her mom had parked.  
 
    "Cori, Sable, oh it is so good to see you," she said walking in and dropping her purse off to the side. 
 
    Sable walked over and gave her a gentle hug. "You just saw me a week ago." 
 
    "And? That means I cannot miss you?" Marisol turned to me and smiled. "Well, come here mi hija, you I have missed." I went over gladly and the hug Marisol gave me did wonders to ease some of the pangs in my soul. "Oh, my child, the messes that keep falling on you. The stars must have blessed you with excitement when you were born," she murmured, pulling back and looking at me. "Are you losing weight again?" 
 
    I flushed and went to help arrange the bags and bags Jo was bringing in. With everything going on and the stress of attackers and well, everything, I'd been forgetting to eat lunch and breakfast. Another thing to remember to do. At least Jo made sure I usually ate dinner.  
 
    "I brought everything I could think of so we can have a wonderful brunch and mi hijas can tell me everything that is going on. Tell me about your classes. And I'll tell you what we've been doing about the Cori issue." Marisol stopped and looked at the bags with a huff of annoyance. "Silly woman, you forget to get the most important part." She went to her purse and handed her keys and credit card to Jo. "I forgot champagne. I brought the orange juice and forgot the stuff to make the mimosas. Please?" 
 
    Jo laughed and started to wave it off, but Sable lit up. "Oh please? I love mimosas and it's been a while. It would be nice to have something fun before next week." The look she gave Jo made any attempt at puppy dog eyes I'd ever tried look like amateur week. Jo crumbled in an instant. 
 
    "Okay. To the store it is. Need anything else, Mami?" 
 
    "No. At least not that I can see. Go, we will be fine. I'll have Cori help me set everything up."  
 
    Jo looked at me. "Pull on Lady Luck, you'll need it." With a grin and a wink, she and Sable headed out the door. 
 
    "That isn't such a bad idea." I pulled it on with a whisper of a thought. Those two spells cost me almost nothing and I didn't have to concentrate, they were just there. 
 
    Intent of magic indeed. 
 
    Marisol put me to work combining, plating, and being useful. Carelian watched us from the club chair, content as he knew she'd brought stuff specifically for him. The brunch was for all of us, after all.  
 
    The thoughts that had been bugging me, though I'd been scared to put them into words burst out of my mouth. "Am I going to lose Jo to Sable? What happens to Jo if they kill me? What am I going to do? I owe them a decade of service even if I don't get my doctorate." To my horror, I started crying and couldn't stop. I couldn't remember the last time I cried and now the tears wouldn't stop as everything in me broke. 
 
    Marisol's arms wrapped around me, holding me so tight that I sagged in her arms. "Come here, mi hija. Sit." She led me over to the couch and sank down with me as I fought to get the tears under control. 
 
    Carelian appeared at my side, tail lashing. ~Cori, what is wrong? Why are you crying?~ He sounded confused and upset and I tried even harder to get myself under control. 
 
    Stop it. Stop it! Crying is stupid!  
 
    My mental castigation got through and I swallowed the gluey lump in my throat and reached for the tissues at the end of the futon. Georgia allergies required them. I sniffled and blew my nose. Marisol only let me go long enough to do that, then she pulled me back into her arms. 
 
    "Feel better?" 
 
    "No. Now my eyes are swollen. I don't know why I started crying." Just saying the words made me want to start crying again, but I forced it down.  
 
    There was a low, sad chuckle from Marisol. I didn't think I'd ever heard that sound from her before. "Cori, I'm surprised you hadn't broken down already and honored that you trusted me enough to break down now." 
 
    I looked at her, confused and not sure what she meant. Marisol petted my hair, a long stroking motion, similar to what I was doing to Carelian who curled up next to me alternating between purring and growling. 
 
    "Give me a minute, mi hija." Marisol pulled her phone out of her pocket, texted for a minute, then set it down. "There. Cori, take a deep breath." I did as she told me, held it, and released slowly. "Again." One more time and I could feel myself calming down. She smiled and squeezed, but then pushed me back a bit so she could look at me. 
 
    "Cori—you have people trying to kill you, you emerged and immediately went into a life and death situation, you work all the time, the government is taking way too much interest in your life, you're taking an insane course load to meet terms set before you even knew you were a mage, your best friend is head over heels in love, and you have a new person in your life. Child, I am amazed you haven't cracked before this." 
 
    I stared at her blankly. "New person?" 
 
    She nodded at Carelian, running a finger over his forehead. "Don't tell me he isn't every bit as important to you as any partner would be, and probably more intimately involved in your life." 
 
    "Oh." I sniffed hard and swallowed again, forcing that mucus down.  
 
    "So, what part of all this and the many other things like teachers, students, and general life that I don't know about is really bugging you?" 
 
    "As stupid as it sounds people trying to kill me pisses me off and scares me, but…" My voice trailed off and Marisol squeezed my hand. 
 
    "It's okay, you can tell me." Her voice stayed soft and soothing and I sighed. 
 
    "I don't want to lose Jo. I mean, I like Sable, I do, but I'm putting both of them at risk. She only has a four or five-year draft, I have ten. Sable is a junior she'll be out and done before any of us. I'm going to lose Jo as she'll follow Sable. Then where will I be?" Tears started leaking down my face again and I wiped them away with brusque movements, frustrated at my inability to control my own emotions.  
 
    Marisol hugged me close and kissed the top of my head. "Cori, of all the things you have to worry about, and yes people trying to kill you should be very high on that list, losing Jo is not one of them." 
 
    I craned my head back to look at her. "How can you be so sure? A decade is a long time. They'll move us around and we can't control anything." 
 
    Marisol's lips twitched. "When was the last time you tried to convince Josefa not to do something she had decided to do?" 
 
    I frowned, trying to think "Probably that escape room over Thanksgiving." 
 
    "Did it work?" 
 
    "No. She's like a bulldog with a bone when she decides on something," I admitted. 
 
    "Cori, my daughter decided you were hers the day after your first playdate. I believe you two went roller skating then spent money at the arcade." 
 
    I nodded. I remembered that. I'd had to beg my mom to take me and she'd finally dropped me off but told me to walk home after giving me twenty dollars. That was about six months after Stevie died, still in their numb phase. I hadn't minded, walking three miles wasn't that big a deal when I got to spend a day without memories surrounding me. Stevie and I had never gone to this place, so it was new. At that time, any place without memories was a good place.  
 
    "Henri picked her up that day and I remember he said she was oddly quiet all the way home, but she dragged him into the house where I was. I believe I was folding laundry. She made him sit, and remember she was twelve," Marisol said with a laugh. "She looked at both of us and said, 'I found my sister. She's mine and I'm keeping her.' Then headed upstairs to her room. Back then I rolled my eyes and just figured BFF's for a while. When she realized she preferred girls I thought for sure you two would become a couple, but again she told me 'Cori's my sister, not my date.'" Marisol looked at me. "Do you really think anyone, even Sable, is going to change her mind now?" 
 
    I sniffed and swallowed again. Listening to Marisol talk made me feel both silly and relieved. "No, probably not. She is stubborn sometimes." 
 
    "Sometimes? Cori, I love my daughter with all my heart. But she can out stubborn an elephant on anything that matters to her. What else is bothering you?" 
 
    Just hearing her absolute faith soothed. We talked about classes, and all the law enforcement people constantly checking up on me. "I feel like a kid that the adults have said  can walk to school by herself but every ten minutes one of them is driving by 'just in case'." I grabbed a tissue and blew my nose. "I don't want to die, but at this point either I avoid the people trying to kill me or I die. I can't see that law enforcement can protect me any better that I can myself. I'm just exhausted and frustrated because I don't understand." 
 
    "Hmm, well I might be able to help with that, but Jo and Sable should be here for this part. You feel better?" I nodded, rubbing my face. "And Cori? I think Sable is the one. She and Jo click, but Jo will never be whole without you in her life. So work on finding how you and Sable click. Together the three of you could be incredibly strong." Marisol kissed the top of my head again. 
 
    With those words of wisdom, Marisol texted Jo and Sable it was safe to come back, while I washed my face. Carelian followed me into the bathroom. 
 
    ~She is correct. Triad would be helpful.~ Carelian's voice in my mind didn't surprise me. Nor did his words.  
 
    "I'm not in love with either of them," I pointed out, frustrated. "And I have no desire to be intimate with either of them." Even as I said it, I double checked my own feelings. But there wasn't anything there. No desire for anything outside of hugs and friendship. Just love, but not in love, at least for Jo. Sable I liked, but didn't desire, at least I didn't think so.  
 
    ~Humans. Family and love does not always include sex. Packs don't have sex with all the members. You find packs that work. You would be a good triad. Men distract.~ Carelian laughed softly. ~At least so my malkin would say.~ 
 
    The unfamiliar word caught my attention. "Malkin?" 
 
    ~Similar to your mother. She bore me, raised me, and let me go to you.~ He jumped down and headed for the door. ~They are almost back. There is food waiting. Hurry.~ With a flick of his tail he headed out of the bathroom and I heard the click of the front door.  
 
    I sighed and dried my face off, still feeling raw and not a hundred percent sure why it all bubbled up. Well, besides the obvious. 
 
    "You know you're stuck with me, right?"  
 
    I jerked my eyes open to see Jo leaning against the door jamb watching me in the mirror. 
 
    "I am, huh?" 
 
    "Yep. You're mine. I love you, Corisande Munroe. Always have, always will. Don't know why, don't care, but I promise you, we'll grow old together. With luck Sable will be there and maybe she'll have kids for us to spoil. But either way, I'll be there." 
 
    I found tears rising again and forced them down. I'd done enough crying for this year. "Works for me. Now someone mentioned mimosas?" 
 
    "Mmmm, yes. And Mami said there was something she and Henri had been doing about your minor assassin problem." 
 
    I laughed and followed her out of the bathroom. Sable was sitting at the table, a champagne glass filled with pale orange liquid in her hands.  
 
    She looked at me, brows furrowed slightly. "You okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. Just a minor meltdown. All good." 
 
    "Well, finally." I looked at her surprised and Sable quirked up one side of her mouth. "You needed it. We've been worried about you. You're not superhuman." 
 
    That made me feel better and I laughed. "No, just a double merlin—doesn't that count?" 
 
    "Nope. Still human, sorry," Sable said with a grin as she passed me a flute full of mimosa. Marisol and Jo sat down with their own. 
 
    "A toast," Marisol said, smiling at all of us. "To three powerful and intelligent women who will change the world." 
 
    We clinked glasses, and I heard in my head Carelian murmur, ~My queans.~ He was drinking bubbly water. He said he liked the tickle, but alcohol tasted bad to him.  
 
    "Okay, Mami, we're all here. Tell us what you've been doing about Cori," Jo prompted, leaning towards her mother.  
 
    "Yeah, I mean I don't want you two risking yourselves for me," I said, now worried. I hadn't processed that she and Henri were doing things to help me. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I don't want you two to risk anything for me." 
 
    "Nothing that drastic. We both are long-standing members of our societies and we let it be known that you were the daughter of our heart. We sent a few emails to the heads of our chapters pointing out that enough mages die, why are any of the societies sanctioning the killing of one who is just now starting her education? I don't know it if will help, but it can't hurt. Having a few of the more powerful mages getting annoyed about this would help. Now come on, we have food to eat." 
 
    I swallowed my fears and concentrated on enjoying the day. In the back of my mind worry festered that this was opening them up to danger, but I couldn't put a finger on why.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    Interrelations between world governments are affected in subtle ways by magic. While the United States has deemed no mage may hold office, the United Kingdom mandates the ruler be an archmage or higher, China's ruler is always a merlin, and Japan's royal family has no magic users at all, but a horde of mages in their service. The majority of Ambassadors are mages, as even a hedgemage with Spirit can be a boon in negotiations. ~ History of Magic. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The weekend left all of us extra peppy, and even the habit of throwing on a bubble as I went between classes seemed less of a grind. Monday I only ran into Indira, but she just watched, her eyes distant, and I didn't feel like pushing it too much. Classes with her were rapidly getting boring as working with Baneyarl in the brief time we had expanded my knowledge tenfold. Tonight, he would get all of us to nail down our mental shields.  
 
    Dinner was leftovers from the brunch, which meant lots to eat. I threw some tamales in and gave Carelian the chicken steak mixture Marisol had developed for him. We were attacking the food when Jo and Sable got back. 
 
    "Good news! I qualify for the new drug. They think it may help stabilize my body so I won't need insulin for up to a decade." Sable's grin was contagious. 
 
    "Excellent!" I rose, looking at them. "What do you want me to prepare? We need to get over there in a few minutes." 
 
    "Just anything fast. I'm starving." Jo tossed her comment back as she set up her books on her computer. With us losing three evenings a week with Baneyarl, we were doubling down between classes to get the reading and research done, but it was worth it. 
 
    I made them quick bowls of meat, rice, and beans and threw them in the microwave. I grabbed myself a coke, draining it while they ate. The caffeine and sugar would help me stay energetic and maybe I wouldn't crash when we got back, though I didn't bet on it. 
 
    The rip in reality opened on time and I stepped into the clearing and froze. Jo and Sable collided with me, sending me stumbling forward a few feet. 
 
    "Cori, what the—" Jo froze and I knew she'd seen the same thing I had. A huge cat, the size of a Saint Bernard, with emerald green fur that matched Carelian's eyes lounged on the boulders, while Baneyarl sat in the typical Egyptian cat pose next to it. 
 
    ~Malkin!~ Carelian's shout made me wince as he bounded past us and onto the rocks where the cat lay. His nuzzles and purrs, clearly audible in the quiet glade, reassured me. But I still couldn't take my eyes off of the magnificent cat. 
 
    The fur was a rich green that seemed longer than Carelian's and the tail lay draped like a whip across the rocks. The large head with ears that had longer tufts on them raised from greeting Carelian and she looked at me. The sharp bright blue eyes seemed to pierce through my soul, locking me in place. I sensed Jo and Sable moving around me, but I couldn't take my eyes away from that gaze. 
 
    ~So you are the one my son left me for,~ purred a cool arch voice in my head. 
 
    "Yes?" The word came out a bit squeaky, and I had much more sympathy for Jo meeting Sable's dad. 
 
    ~Malkin, be nice. Cori, this is my mother or mami, Esmere. Malkin, this is Cori, my quean.~ Carelian's chiding but amused voice came as a relief and I found I could move. ~And my other queans Jo and Sable.~ Oddly I could feel him mentally touch each of them as he said their names.  
 
    With shaky legs I made it over to the pillows and sank down, but still couldn't take my eyes off the huge cat. She had the regalness of every cat I'd ever seen, but her coat and eyes just ramped it up. I almost felt like I should kneel before her and offer her treats. 
 
    ~Mmm, now that is an idea I like. What treats would you offer?~ she purred in my head and I shivered. That answered if she could read my mind.  
 
    ~Malkin, stop it. She is a powerful quean and I gained two others. Look at my pride.~ Carelian's voice broke the spell and I sank back feeling like I'd been released from an overly firm hug. 
 
    ~That is yet another form of psychic ability. While Carelian is from the Chaos realm, Esmere is a merlin equivalent in Chaos and Spirit and is powerful in Psychic.~ Baneyarl informed us and I could see the tail lash of annoyance from Esmere—she'd been enjoying toying with me. 
 
    The catlike behavior relaxed me. Cats I could handle, even if they were powerful and scary big.  
 
    Carelian rubbed his face one more time across hers, then leapt off the boulders to come flop in front of me, close enough that I had no excuse not to pet him.  
 
    ~So why is my malkin here? Not that I minded an excuse to see her,~ Carelian asked as he leaned into my strokes. 
 
    ~Concerns about your broken queans. And the fact the Jeorgaz hasn't found her yet.~ 
 
    I stiffened. I saw Jo and Sable, who'd been watching all this intently, flinch back. 
 
    "Wait, why does that name sound familiar?" I searched my memory and it sounded like I should know it.  
 
    ~It isn't time. Back to the concerns?~ asked Carelian, seeming not at all upset. 
 
    "Wait, why is your mom here to look at us? And who is Jeorgaz?" Jo said. I think she'd meant it to come out as strong and stubborn, but Esmere didn't look like she put up with protests. 
 
    ~He is something we shall not deal with now. While I am what your society would consider a healer, though I have never worked on humans.~ She rose slowly and my impressions were solidified, a large St. Bernard, then she leaped into the air and my heart stopped at the sight of an apex predator coming at me. She landed with a soft thump not a foot away from Jo, who gasped a bit. Esmere's paw could kill with one swipe. ~Peace, young quean. May I look inside your mind? Baneyarl indicated you have issues with words and letters moving, which creates difficulties in your world.~ 
 
    I watched Jo lean back and square her shoulders. "Sure, I'm all for anything that makes this go away." 
 
    I wanted to hug her as I watched the daredevil side take over. It usually came out when she was terrified. A persona she pulled on when faced with anything that scared her. Then she moved and acted as if it didn't.  
 
    Esmere's whiskers twitched as her tail curled and uncurled. ~Faith young quean, this will not hurt.~ 
 
    The clearing fell quiet. Even the leaves seemed to fall still, and we waited. I held my breath, scared I might distract her. 
 
    Just when I had to breathe, or pass out, she spoke. 
 
    ~You, Sable, you do not have this issue with words and letters?~ Her voice imperious. 
 
    "No. I don't have any issues like that." Sable glanced at me as if for reassurance and I shrugged. I had no idea about any of this.  
 
    ~May I examine you? As a comparison.~ 
 
    "Umm, sure." She had to scoot closer, but I squeezed her hand, smiling at her. Trying to pretend like I knew it would be okay. It had to be okay, I mean, worst case nothing changed. Right? 
 
    ~Interesting. While I can see definite differences in the brain activity levels, I don't know which area relates to those issues. Most beings here don't rely on reading to learn. There are some like Baneyarl that do read, but most of us learn through doing or stories. Your magic is so structured you've taken the art out of it. But this.~ She sighed and the sound in my mind brought tears to my eyes. ~I fear that even with me practicing my art to the highest degree, the cost might be worse than the disease. I cannot help you, young quean.~ 
 
    Jo forced a smile but I could see the corner of her mouth trembling as she did. "No worries. Isn't like I can't read. I'm getting by and I'll get better." 
 
    ~I believe you will. At some point ask Carelian to call me and I will teach you the stories of our peoples. I believe they would be at home in you.~ 
 
    A smile brightened Jo. "I'd like that. I don't read stories often, but I love movies." 
 
    ~I thought so. Now for the sick quean.~ Her gaze locked onto Sable whose hand squeezed mine tighter as she met Esmere's gaze. ~You are a bit more straightforward. Your body is not producing the right chemicals to create a healthy balance for a human. I have been reviewing human biology since Baneyarl contacted me. While I think I understand how that organ works, it is slightly different from how it works in my body versus yours. However,~ she paused staring at Sable, ~I believe I understand what cells in your pancreas are damaged. So far it is a small amount. I believe that together we can offer up those cells even as we convince the healthy ones to grow.~ 
 
    Sable blinked. "They said they thought that was why I was just now developing it, was that my pancreas was failing but they didn't know why. They didn't see a tumor or cancer." 
 
    ~Machines? Can't your healers smell and sense the wrongness in your body?~ Her outrage came through like shards of glass. 
 
    "No. We only have machines that can see if there is something foreign in the body," I said, Sable's nails digging into my hand. 
 
    ~Humans. No wonder so many of you end up here when you seek too much power. Give me a month to prepare. Then come to me, and I am sure we can heal your ailing organ.~ 
 
    Sable swallowed and stiffened her back a bit. "How about after my school is done? I'll have a full week after finals before I go home for the summer." 
 
    I watched Jo pale at that and realized they hadn't thought that part through. For me, I'd just be staying in the apartment, but I think Jo was planning on spending the summer working in the garage and getting her hands dirty. They would work it out. I hoped. 
 
    Esmere inclined her head. ~That will be optimal. You may need to stay here a day or so. But this I have little doubt of. ~ She looked around at all of us. ~You chose well, Carelian. I shall see you later.~ There was a bit of command in that, but Carelian only twitched his tail as I petted him. 
 
    ~Baneyarl,~ Esmere said with an odd bow, then a ripple appeared in the air about three feet off the ground. She leapt up and sailed into it. A moment later it sealed behind her. 
 
    We sat there silent for a moment. "Your mom's kinda scary," Sable said, her voice a bit shaky. 
 
    ~Yes, she is.~ The pride in his voice made me giggle, and Jo and Sable joined me. 
 
    ~If we are done, I believe we have more work to do. Your ability to protect your minds is still woefully inadequate.~ Baneyarl's voice cut in as our giggles were dying. We moved back to the art of magic, leaving the science of it behind. I promised myself to figure out why Jeorgaz sounded like a name I should know. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    Major agricultural companies routinely hire Transform mages to work on modifying plants. Magically Modified Organisms yield more protein, complex nutrients, are bug resistant, and grow faster with poorer soil. Regardless of what various groups say, MMO foods are usually healthier for you than traditional. It is suspected that farmers with mage abilities have been doing this for years without anyone knowing. At this point, the odds are all foods are MMO even if they are not labeled as such. ~ Magic Explained Online 
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    That evening we all learned to shield our minds and our bodies. I felt much better as Jo learned to keep a subtle shield of Air around her, while Sable turned her perspiration, easy with the spring humidity, into a barrier. That shield also had the added effect of keeping bugs off. A win-win in all our books.  
 
    Alixant and Indira were keeping their distance. I didn't know how I felt about that. Mentors were supposed to be there for me, but it felt like they were there for others. I just pushed it away and tried to focus on classes. I'd convinced two teachers to let me just take the finals for their classes as they directly related to what I'd passed with the EMT certification tests. If I passed, I'd get credit for the classes and that would make it much easier for me to get the degree I needed. Which meant when I wasn't in class, either here or in the Spirit realm, I was studying.  
 
    Wednesday, Jo was up to something. Her grins and attitude let me know something was up, but I let her keep the secret for now. She'd break eventually.  
 
    Shoving the last bites of food into my mouth, I stepped through the portal to gray cloudiness. I halted a few steps in.  
 
    "Baneyarl?" I called out, looking around. The muffled sounds behind me told me that Jo and Sable had come in, and the strange feeling was the portal closing.  
 
    "Happy birthday!" Sable and Jo called out behind me, the fog disappearing to reveal a clearing full of flowers with Baneyarl and a gorgon. My eyes locked on Tirsane—I knew it was her and not some other gorgon, and my entire body locked up. 
 
    "Okay, wasn't expecting her," Jo murmured. 
 
    I nodded my head in a rapid bobble movement. Then the rest of it clicked. "Wait, my birthday?" 
 
    Jo laughed and pulled me into a rough hug. "Yes. You didn't even realize, did you?" I shook my head and thought back. It was tax day. With everything going on, I'd lost track of the calendar. As of today, I was twenty-two. "Well, we remembered and asked Baneyarl if we could give you a surprise birthday party." She dropped her voice lower. "Though I wasn't expecting that much of a surprise." 
 
    The bite on my wrist throbbed as if sensing its maker nearby. 
 
    ~Happy birthing day, Corisande,~ Baneyarl said in an oddly formal voice. ~We are glad you have shared your life with us.~ 
 
    The phrasing had the tone of a saying, and it made me smile. It was an odd way to say it, but it felt good. Nice to know people or beings were glad I was in their lives. 
 
    "Thank you for this." Able to pull my gaze away from Tirsane, I realized there was a low table with beverages and a cake on it. I took that in but then looked back at the gorgon. 
 
    "She's like very intimidating up close," Jo murmured in my ear. 
 
    "You've seen her before?" Sable's voice was a harsh whisper of incredulity. 
 
    "Stadium," Jo said back. 
 
    ~Tirsane, you are scaring the poor queans.~ Esmere's voice brought our whispers to a halt, and she strolled out of the trees, a bag held in her mouth. ~Say hello and quit acting the imperious deity.~ 
 
    I clamped both hands over my mouth to stop myself from falling into hysterical giggles. The old saying about cats having no respect for kings, or apparently gods, sprang into my mind. 
 
    ~Very well Esmere, it was getting tiring posing. Do you think they would mind if I became less me and more them?~ Tirsane's voice sent musical healing across my brain and I sighed in pleasure. 
 
    ~I don't know about them, but I would prefer you being less you. It sets my fur on end,~ Esmere said back as she set the bag down on the table near the cake. 
 
    ~As always you are less than respectful,~ Tirsane said, but she didn't sound upset, simply amused. With that she changed. Whereas before I had the impression of her being a full head taller than Baneyarl and so radiating power you almost couldn't look at her, now with a shimmy of her shoulders she became normal. Well, as normal a woman whose lower body was a snake and wore nothing covering her torso could be. But now the snakes seemed like fancy hair and her breasts were so impressive they seemed more an adornment than actual body parts.  
 
    I heard Carelian groan behind me and just like that the tension snapped. Instead of a deity, a mythical creature, and a cat that could stare down most bears, I saw three beings, all different and just as flawed as I was. 
 
    Sable and Jo heaved sighs of relief. "Mami sent the cake. And we got you something," Jo chimed behind me nudging me forward with a bump of her hip.  
 
    ~Indeed, young mageling. I felt your presence in my realm and thought I would come when I heard there would be a party. Your focus was kind enough to invite me.~ Tirsane flowed forward to the table. ~And I have never had birthday cake.~ The word was pronounced slowly as if it wasn't a word she had used before. 
 
    I shot a look at Carelian, my eyes wide. He flicked his tail and went over to his mother, brushing against her as he stuck his nose in a saucer of red tinted liquid. 
 
    ~My son has no shame. As is only right. A Cath has neither shame nor regret. We are Cath after all.~ Her voice purred with approval and I shrugged. 
 
    "Thank you for this, all of you. And Tirsane," I stumbled a bit feeling rude for saying her name, but I didn't know what else to call her. "I am honored by your presence." 
 
    ~No one invites me to parties anymore. This should be fun, and I am interested in seeing some day what you have learned and how it compares to your way of doing magic.~ 
 
    ~First cake and presents,~ Carelian demanded. 
 
    "I'm with him. You know Mami's cakes are awesome. Stinky drove down this morning and delivered it. I'll serve." Jo said that as she walked over to the cake and picked up the plates waiting there. She knew I hated the happy birthday song and candles, but cakes were never to be turned down. Especially Marisol's. As soon as Jo cut into it, I knew I was right. Cinnamon Mexican chocolate. Something Marisol had created just for me. Rich chocolate batter with cinnamon and raspberry liqueur to give it a kick, and a frosting with white chocolate and the fresh raspberries. 
 
    Everyone waited quietly as Jo handed out the plates. Part of me wondered at all of them having opposable thumbs, but it was interesting watching them eat. Carelian and Esmere tore it apart delicately into pieces, popping them into their mouths. Baneyarl ate in a similar manner, tasting each bite thoughtfully, but he put the plate down after a few bites. 
 
    ~It has an interesting, even attractive flavor, but the lack of protein makes it something to savor in very small amounts.~ Baneyarl didn't apologize, but his regret was clear. 
 
    "You know, I bet he'd love the Chinese Five Spice mix. It has the cinnamon and on meat it's pretty good," Sable said giving him a long look. "I get the feeling spices aren't something they play with much here." 
 
    ~Many of us do not cook often, so I am not sure how that would work,~ Baneyarl said watching us. 
 
    "I'll think of something. Mami would hate to think you didn't know about spices." 
 
    ~Your chorizo is excellent. We should bring some of that next time,~ Carelian interjected. He'd finished his piece of cake and was busy cleaning his face. 
 
    ~I admit this differs from anything I have eaten prior.~ Tirsane looked at the three of us with a considering look. ~Of the many things I had thought about for trade with Earth, food had not been one of them. But this is a treat.~ She licked the last bit of frosting off the fork and lay her dish down on the table. ~Thank you for the invite.~ She turned her slitted eyes towards me and the cake stuck in my throat. ~I believe it is customary to give a gift on the day of your birth?~ 
 
    I choked down the piece of cake and licked my lips. "Yes, but only from close friends and family. You are not obligated to give me anything." I babbled out the words, panicking.  
 
    ~Ah. Either way I find this amusing. I shall give you a gift.~ 
 
    Oh crapola.  
 
    I couldn't even say anything as I stared at her, caught in the horror that was my life. 
 
    She reached down and pulled at a scale on her hip. It snapped off with a slick sound that reminded me of a joint popping out of place. With a smile that showed off her fangs, she slithered forward and handed it to me ~Not elegant or prettily wrapped as the others, but useful I think.~ 
 
    I took it from her. The scale was iridescent close up, changing colors in the light from green to purple to pink. "Thanks," I croaked while my mind raced trying to figure out what to do with it. 
 
    Her laugh was like bells in my head, and I flinched at the sharp pureness of each tone. ~Do not look so dubious, young mageling. It is a token. If you ever need me, break it. I will know. Use it wisely.~ She turned and bowed to Baneyarl. ~I thank you for your hospitality. I would like to come view your lessons sometime?~ 
 
    ~I would be honored, Tirsane,~ Baneyarl said with a slight bow. 
 
    ~Excellent. Until we meet again.~ 
 
    With that she was gone. I didn't know if she could move though rips that seamlessly or if she turned invisible or what. My surprise must have shown on my face. 
 
    ~Have you never seen someone sidestep? I believe you call it teleporting,~ Esmere asked, sitting back from the table, legs tucked under her in loaf pose, but her tail drifting back and forth as she spoke. 
 
    I shook my head, looking at where Tirsane had been. "No. I mean, I know it is a spell, but only a few archmages and merlins can do it. It's advised not to as people disappear." 
 
    Almost in unison, Esmere and Baneyarl snorted. ~You don't disappear—you might get lost, however that is only a permanent effect if you choose it to be.~ Esmere's tone dripped contempt. I had the sudden urge to introduce her to Indira and Alixant. 
 
    "I have no idea what you are talking about," said Sable. "But Cori still has two other presents to open." She nudged Jo with her elbow. "Go." 
 
    My attention snapped to Jo as she stepped forward and pulled a small box out of her pants pocket. Her cargo pants were her favorite during the school year, so the box had not been noticeable as it was not that large. 
 
    "Here, for your birthday," she said handing it to me.  
 
    I opened it and felt my heart swell a bit. Jo's birthday was the first of October, after all the mess in the stadium. I'd spent some of the money the FBI had paid me and gotten her very high-end headphones to help with all the audio she needed to listen to. Practical and appreciated, but not personal.  
 
    This, this was incredible. With hands that shook no matter how hard I tried to make them be steady, I pulled out the necklace. The Spirit symbol shone in gold with inlaid blood red in the Relativity section, a luminous blue in the Psychic, and glowing opalescent in the Soul area. 
 
    "Jo, it's gorgeous," I managed to say, choking up. I'd been so emotional lately, but things kept happening and I couldn't stop it. 
 
    Her smile was blinding. "We had it created for you, Mami and Papi contributed. The red is garnet, the blue sapphire, and the white is opal. We wanted you to have something special. You deserve it." Jo stepped forward and put it around my neck. It hit about two inches above my cleavage. It felt right hanging there.  
 
    I pulled her into a fierce hug, holding it until I needed to release her to hug Sable. "Thank you," I whispered in her ear.  
 
    "You're family. I get that. I'm honored to be part of your family," she whispered back. 
 
    Tears stung my eyes as we pulled apart.  
 
    ~This custom I find ridiculous, yet entertaining. I begin to understand why Carelian demanded I assist him with this.~ Esmere's comment contained amusement and an acerbic dryness. It tasting like sweet vinegar in my mind. We all snickered and turned to see her tail pointedly tapping the bag she'd carried in. 
 
    I moved over to table. "This is from you, Carelian?" I asked glancing at him. 
 
    ~I mentioned to Malkin. She agreed it would be a good gift for you. I trust you will find it useful.~ His voice had an odd tone, and it occurred to me he might be nervous.  
 
    I knelt and ran a hand down his back, smoothing the fur. "Thank you." 
 
    ~Humans. Open the present, this is wasting time.~ I couldn't help but laugh at Esmere's tart remark, matched with her rapidly tapping tail. I reached for the bag, a simple brown one with basic raffia handles. I put my hand in and pulled out a smooth oddly shaped object. I held it up, inspecting it. A sea green translucent lumpy shape, roughly the size of a deck of cards. Oddly pretty, with an almost glowing faint light coming from it, but I had no idea what it was. 
 
    "It's pretty, what is it?" I asked, looking at the two Cath. 
 
    ~The way we Cath view what you call Soul magic is different. For us it is a way to pass memories and knowledge. So this is a learning stone, where our elders explain how they use magic and show you by immersing you in the memory, in the actions. It should work for you, though it may be a bit disconcerting as we think differently from you. Carelian can show you how to use it and over time you will unlock more lessons as you master the first.~ Esmere looked at me with inscrutable blue eyes. ~Please understand there are lifetimes of lessons here, not just a session or two. You will find this something to learn from for your entire life.~ 
 
    I stared at the object in stunned surprise. "Thank you so much, both of you. This is an unbelievable gift. Thank you." Petting Esmere in thanks didn't seem smart, so I bowed. I did pet Carelian, scratching behind his ears as a thank you. 
 
    ~Now, if the celebrations are over, I believe we have lessons to do?~ Baneyarl asked, looking at all of us. 
 
    With laughter we cleaned up, and Esmere left after talking to Sable in the corner of the clearing for a few minutes.  
 
    We dove back into lessons and before we left we all could create mental shields that would protect casual mind reading. An archmage or merlin could force their way past our shields, but we would get better with practice. 
 
    High with the presents we stepped back in, tired but smiling more than I had in a while. I hadn't realized how much I enjoyed the time when no one was trying to kill me. Even though it was considered off limits to attack someone when at home, I still stayed hyper aware and nervous. 
 
    Jo's phone went off with a rapid beeping as we stepped into the living room. She pulled it out and looked at it. "Huh, Mami sent me a bunch of text messages." Her fingers flipped open the messages and I watched her pale.  
 
    "Jo? What's wrong?" Sable asked as I felt like someone was clenching my heart in my chest. 
 
    "My parents, they're being sued. For millions, and the person suing them is some company they've never heard of." She lifted her head and looked at me. "They'll lose everything." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    All magic is science, and science is technology. The more you learn, the better you can use this skill set. Don't squander your abilities due to lack of knowledge. ~ OMO encouragement for more education 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It took us until Friday to get all the details. The Guzmans were being sued about a car that had broken down after they worked on it three years ago. They'd even helped with the paperwork to prove the car had been a lemon, but now they were being taken to court for pain and suffering. The law firm was one of the best in the state and they had lots of mages as clients.  
 
    I shot all the information over to Alixant and asked, nicely, if he could see what he could find out. Otherwise I doubled down and tried to learn everything. I kept the gift from Carelian by my nightstand. I understood that now wasn't the time to use it. I needed to get my degree first, then I could look and see what the other realms could teach me, but for now I did everything I could to get my degree. 
 
    Baneyarl told us that Monday only I needed to come as neither Sable nor Jo could learn what he felt it was time to teach me. Which meant I felt rushed as I hurried back from Law Monday evening. The lesson that afternoon had shed a bit of light onto why our apartment was safe. There were crazy restrictions and consequences for anyone who hurt family members in an assassination and about what disputes the government ignored between mages. Though I couldn't figure out why hitting Jo at the market didn't count. 
 
    Jo and Sable were there. The lines of worry on Jo's face didn't help my stress.  
 
    "Anything?" I asked. 
 
    "No. Did Alixant get back to you?" Jo stared at me tugging on a braid. 
 
    I shook my head and she sighed. "Finals are in two weeks. Then I can go see what I can do. The one thing I don't understand is how fast this is moving. From everyone I've talked to civil lawsuits can take years. They want to go to court next week." 
 
    I couldn't stop the bitterness that coated my words. "Because they are using your parents to get to me. If they cause enough disruption, I'll fail a class or miss a final and that is enough to ensure I won't graduate in time to meet the terms of the will." 
 
    "Ah." Jo sat silent for a long time then looked up at me. "Cori, I say with love"—she stopped and cleared her throat and I felt my heart stutter stop as I waited. If she wanted me to walk away, avoid the draft, to give it up, I would—"graduate and kick their fucking asses." 
 
    "Hooyah," Sable said quietly as she looked at me. 
 
    The mix of emotions that went through me left me standing straighter and feeling even more weight resting on my shoulders. "You got it." 
 
    Jo gave one sharp nod and jerked herself up from the chair. "I made you a burrito. Eat and go. Baneyarl was insistent you learn this and that means it must be important." 
 
    I just took the food she handed me and wolfed it down, while Carelian did the same with the meat she set down for him. Five minutes later, with a bottle of water in my hand, I stepped through the door to his realm. It didn't even bug me anymore, just felt normal to cross from my realm into his. 
 
    Huh, is this his realm? I never thought about it. I assumed I was in the spirit realm. Am I? 
 
    That thought reminded me I really needed to learn telepathy also. So many things I needed to catch up on. Baneyarl had promised to keep teaching me over the summer so as soon as I had a few spare moments I'd make a list of all the things I wanted to learn. 
 
    ~Good eve, Cori. Are you ready? This is one of the more difficult things I need you to learn, but it will help protect you.~ 
 
    I was more than willing to learn anything that would keep me safe but keeping the others safe was even more important. "Then why shouldn't Jo and Sable learn it? I need to keep them safe too." 
 
    ~Unfortunately, this ability can only be learned by those with strong Relativity skills. While I believe they are strong enough, they do not have access to this affinity.~ He'd used that word before. Where we called them classes and branches, for him they were affinities and spells. I still hadn't decided which one I liked better.  
 
    "Okay, so what are we doing?" Carelian headed over to his favorite spot to watch us.  
 
    ~You saw Tirsane use this ability at your birthday party. We call it sidestepping, but Carelian tells me you refer to it as teleporting.~ 
 
    I blinked at him, surprised. Teleporting was something you saw in the movies occasionally. The hero would use it, always a merlin, to get to someplace just as the bomb was counting down, but the price was always so high that he had almost nothing left to fight the bad guy or save the victim, depending on the story.  
 
    "So, this is like for last ditch I'll die otherwise sort of thing?" 
 
    Baneyarl tilted his head at me. ~No. It is an easy mode of transportation, and in your situation will prevent you from being exposed to those wishing to harm you.~ 
 
    "Easy mode?" That didn't mesh with what I knew, but then movies were pretty much the only things that mentioned Teleportation. Even the Spirit book hadn't said much more than "the ability to move between places at great cost, but also almost instantaneous speed." 
 
    ~Yes. Most use it to travel between households, markets, or other known places. Traveling to your plane requires us to open a portal. Movement within the same realm never requires that if you have the strength. Granted, ripping the realm walls is more direct, but in the long scope of life, much more risky.~ 
 
    That went against everything I knew, but that happened regularly with Baneyarl. "Sounds good to me," I managed, and it did, if not scary as all get-out.  
 
    ~It is easier to go to a place you've been before, but there are other options. For now, let's try going from one side of the clearing to the other.~ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "How? Since I have never done this, and other than Tirsane, I've never seen it done. She did it so fast I didn't even register what she did." 
 
    Baneyarl clicked his beak together in what I could only regard as a thoughtful manner. ~Close your eyes and picture the other side of the clearing in your mind.~ 
 
    That was so much easier said than done, it was all trees. But after opening and closing my eyes multiple times, I had an image in my head of a bark pattern that reminded me of the statue of Abraham Lincoln in the capitol. He'd been responsible for ensuring mages in the United States couldn't be made slaves. It had been part of the Emancipation Proclamation. A few people had realized a mage as a slave would kill anyone to get free and magic didn't seem to care about the color of your skin at all. Racism died quickly as you never knew who was a mage or who wasn't until the OMO took over in the 1900s. 
 
    "I have it." 
 
    ~Excellent,~ he said, though I tasted a bit of impatience in his tone. ~Now tell your magic you want to be over there and step to it.~ 
 
    I opened my eyes to glare at him. "Just tell it I want to be over there?" 
 
    ~How else would it know where you wanted to be?~ His voice oh so reasonable, to my annoyance.  
 
    I hate fuzzy wuzzy stuff. 
 
    Only the fact that he'd been right every time we'd listened kept me from sighing audibly. Still didn't mean I had the slightest idea of what I needed to do. The image of the tree on the other side of the clearing, the bark pattern of Lincoln with his hands on the arms of his chair hung in my mind. I closed my eyes to keep the image clear and I asked.  
 
    I'd like to be there. 
 
    My thought was clear and direct and I stepped to the side. I thought for a second that I felt something. A wisp, an agreement, but it was so fast I couldn't specify what was asked or what was agreed to. A memory about when the cost is so small you don't notice the asking came to mind as I opened my eyes. 
 
    On the other side of clearing. 
 
    "Huh?" I looked around. The idea that it would work had never really crossed my mind. 
 
    ~Now back.~ 
 
    I looked at him, still trying to get my brain wrapped around what had just happened. I stepped and then was across the clearing. The offering—what offering had I made? I thought furiously to recall that tiny ask of an offering, and my instant acceptance. 
 
    "I did that on less than a thousand molecules? Why didn't it wait for me to agree?" 
 
    Baneyarl arched a brow at me. ~You did, by the very asking. Magic usually only asks if you are very new or the cost is very great. This was so little the request was assumed to be the agreement. Now step again,~ he ordered, his tone unforgiving.  
 
    I wanted to stand there and think for at least an hour, but I looked at the other side of the clearing, the patch of grass that still had my footprints on it, and I asked and stepped. This time with my eyes open I saw reality swirl around me, but it was so fast that by the time I recognized colors it had stopped and trees hung in front of me. 
 
    "No way. It can't be that easy. It just can't. It takes merlins huge offerings to move from place to place. Why is that so easy? Is it like that for everyone or am I just special?" My hands on my hips, I glared at him, confusion and hope riffling through my brain.  
 
    ~As I have never witnessed one of your mages teleport, I cannot provide insight, but I can make a supposition.~ 
 
    I gave him look and I swear Carelian laughed at me, but I ignored him. 
 
    Baneyarl ruffled his feathers and I swear he was laughing too. Why did everyone seem to find me so hilarious?  
 
    ~I suspect they try to make a tunnel between two points. Rather than stepping through magic to reach it, they force a hole in magic, in reality itself. That price is much higher than asking magic to help. Now, I will say magic has been known to say no, but in my experience there is always a reason and it is better to accept than to force.~ 
 
    "Huh," I said processing. "What about going somewhere I haven't seen. I mean, if I can only go to places I've been it is pretty limited." 
 
    ~Yes and no. You have the ability to mind read, though you haven't learned to utilize it yet. Otherwise you would rarely speak out loud to me.~ 
 
    I ignored that. There were only so many hours in the day and as it was, I felt like I was falling further and further behind with what I needed to know. I'd figured out why they wanted you for four years, it gave you time to learn all the magic at a pace that didn't threaten to burn you out.  
 
    "I'll learn it for Carelian if nothing else, but so far everything else has been far more important, and since Jo and Sable can't talk back to me it isn't as much use right now." 
 
    ~Agreed. But when you learn it, you can reach in and take images out of peoples' minds. Places. It needs to either be someplace very familiar, like home or work, or a place that made a great impact on them. That impact depends on the person. For now, I will send you an image.~ My mind filled with the sight of a small pool in the middle of a glade, the crystal blue of the water like a photoshopped picture of the Caribbean. A waterfall splashed into the pool creating rainbows, while green trees surrounded it. It all but gleamed with life and peace.  
 
    "You want me to go there?"  
 
    ~You have the image. Carelian will be waiting for you.~ 
 
    I turned to glance at the cat, no Cath, but he wasn't there. "Can he sidestep too?" For some reason I felt outraged at that idea, though I'm not sure why. 
 
    ~No. But all Cath can open doors between the realms and places. It is not as elegant as sidestepping, and much more noticeable, though Cath manage to do it almost unnoticed. It is their nature.~ 
 
    I thought about it. There had been a slight twinge as the image filled my mind, but I'd spent so much of my life ignoring them that those small sharp spikes of pain were barely noticeable. And I had seen bigger rips, like the doorway we walked through to this clearing, were sharper than the little ones that Indira made. So Carelian making them small enough and fast enough that I didn't notice came as no surprise.  
 
    I took a deep breath. "The image again, please?" It filled my head and I locked on it, trying to make it as real as I could. I whispered my ask. "Take me there, please?" and I sidestepped. 
 
    The sound of water splashing, the calls of birds, the rustle of leaves hit me before I even opened my eyes. The wet smell and the taste of what I could only describe as jungle air swamped my senses. I took in the area, it was even more vibrant than in the memory, the colors different, but it still ranked as one of the most beautiful places I'd ever been.  
 
    "I did it." My voice hushed in the beauty of this place. 
 
    ~Of course you did. My quean would not be anything less than spectacular.~  
 
    I turned to see Carelian batting at something in the water. "What are you doing?" 
 
    ~Fishing. It has been a while since I had the chance to try and catch my own.~ 
 
    That sent a wave of guilt through me, but before I could dwell on it too much, I felt a strange implosion of air next to me and turned to see Baneyarl walking towards me.  
 
    ~Indeed. Carelian does seem to choose his queans wisely. You will find as you travel to more places this will let you move with great freedom. Please test it carefully in your realm though.~ He paused to look at me. ~I have never sidestepped on Earth and the way magic works might be different. So be careful with your practice.~ 
 
    Those comments dampened my joy, and I sighed. With my luck, something would go very wrong and I'd end up on top of a building or underwater or something.  
 
    I shook my head as he had me practice getting an image from him and stepping there. While the excitement of sidestepping had faded, the information was important and each time I reached into his mind, or Carelian provided an image, I learned. Magic always required a price, but when you spoke to it and asked, the price was never as high as when you demanded or forced.  
 
    I think that was the biggest and most important lesson he was trying to teach me.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
    Contrary to popular opinion, Chaos mages do not make up the majority of mages put to death for crimes. From statistics, the breakdown of mages convicted and executed for crimes matches a standard distribution of mages within the population. In other words, there is no evidence for Chaos mages to be any more likely to commit crimes than any other mage group. ~ OMO Website 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Finals were next week, and our stress levels were ramped. I had to get my paper done for a class I was challenging. The professor, tired of arguing with me, said if I did a thirty-page research paper he'd pass me with whatever grade I got, as long as it was a C or higher. I had no issue doing a thirty-page paper on Evolutionary Biology and why we have the functionality we do. Just watching Carelian with his opposable thumbs gave me enough to start. I figured I'd also point out some of the negative aspects of evolution, such as narrow pelvic regions, and constantly being fertile. I knew I could pass, we'd talked about this enough in my biology classes at the community college. Besides, I enjoyed researching.  
 
    With the time bubble up, I was heading to the library when an explosion knocked me forward. I lay on the ground, stunned, but held the bubble. I usually only did my bubbles for about thirty seconds, but I hadn't been paying much attention this morning and took a minute bubble. That meant I was sixty seconds out of sync with reality. Which was the only reason the explosion didn't kill me. I looked at the other students that were hurt and dropped the bubble, instead creating a layer of Earth around me as I rushed to help. 
 
    "Carelian, where is he or they?" I yelled out. I really needed to step up when I learned telepathy as I dove for the first student. Luckily, it looked like they had expected me to still be at thirty seconds, which chilled me to the bone. They had timed me, thinking I'd be at that spot thirty seconds from where they saw me, but I was past it when it blew. The kids behind me weren't.  
 
    ~Teleported, but I have their scent. It is familiar.~  
 
    I didn't respond to that but focused on the three students. No one died or was seriously hurt, but I growled with frustration at still not being able to seal wounds. By the time campus security showed up, so had administration, the police, and Indira. 
 
    "You okay, Cori?" She knelt next to me as I looked at the kids being patched up. Broken arm, cuts and bruises, and at least one possible concussion. And all of that was only because most people kept away from me. My reputation preceded me. 
 
    "No. This can't continue. Someone's going to get killed," I said, my voice bleak as I looked at students hurt because of me. Guilt weighed down on me. Maybe I should just quit and walk away. Could I run to the Spirit realm? 
 
    "That is our opinion," a voice I didn't know said from above me. I jerked my head up to look at the woman standing over me. Her arms were crossed as she glared at me. The Fire mage tattoo all but sparked in this light, the gemstones in it creating their own glow. I was sure she'd burn a hole through me with her eyes if she could. The tattoo and her long thin white dreads against brown tanned skin told me this was archmage Melinda Kilten, president of GA MageTech. 
 
    "Melinda." Indira stood to look at her. "We talked about this. You cannot hold her responsible for things she did not do." 
 
    What? They'd been talking about me? Oh, this wasn't good.  
 
    Making sure the thin earthen shield was diamond hard, literally, I rose and looked at the woman. "Ms. Kilten. You've been talking about me?" 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively as she looked at the damage. "Your mentors have been holding up their side of the contract. Otherwise I would have expelled you the day Josefa Guzman was shot." 
 
    That surprised me, but maybe it shouldn't have. They did try to protect me—the issue was what they thought was a valid means of protection and what I did differed greatly. 
 
    "I see." I nodded at Indira. "Thanks. But why didn't you tell me?" 
 
    She shrugged. "If we could make the problem go away without any fanfare everyone was happy. You, the government, others."  
 
    I could read the unspoken words that their handlers were happier too. It served as a reminder to try very hard not to serve multiple masters. I didn't need the stress.  
 
    "You do realize there is little I can do about this," I offered to the president of the college. Melinda Kilten wasn't known for being an easy woman, or a pushover.  
 
    "I know there is little that has been done about this. But I am telling you now. One more incident, just one, and you're expelled. The government, the societies, and anyone else that has an issue with it can kiss my ass. Fix this. I don't care who does, but if anything else happens I'll go with the nuclear resort and get rid of all of you. Josefa Guzman, Sable Lancet, Indira Humbert—all of you will be gone from my campus." She scanned both of us with light gray eyes and I had to fight not to shiver at the glacial anger there. With a sharp nod she pivoted and headed towards the security personnel who as a group paled and stood up straighter with her approach.  
 
    Indira sighed and I looked at her. She had circles under her eyes, and her clothes were wrinkled. I didn't think I'd ever seen her looking anything other than elegant. "Japan is very adamant that you are not the inheritor of the estate and it has become a point of honor for them. The government is just as firm saying you are and that research will stay with the US. If something doesn't break soon, we may end up at war." 
 
    Whatever bravado I had felt vaporized at that. "What? War? Between the US and Japan over me?" 
 
    Indira nodded, looking like she'd been fighting monsters. "There is no give on either side. The fact that you've figured out how to protect yourself is making people on all sides both desperate and arrogant. I'm worried they might break the rules." 
 
    "What rules?" My voice squeaked and I could feel my body tightening up in anticipation of a blow, emotional though it might be.  
 
    "The ones that preclude attacking dwellings. The consequences are death for you and your family if you destroy a building in an effort to get to a target. But there are more than enough people who have no living family and the price is getting high enough that some might not care if their parents or siblings are killed. It's why you've been safe in classes and at home. But if Japan lifts that stricture…" She trailed off and shrugged again. There was nothing sensual in it, just exhaustion.  
 
    I just looked at her, shocked. No idea how to respond to this. It answered my one question, but the thought they might break this rule made my blood run cold and I started flipping through options in my mind.  
 
    I could live in the Spirit realm. Only come out for classes, but if they were willing to kill any classmates? 
 
    My thoughts broke off. It didn't matter. I was done. There was no way I could let people die for me.  
 
    "I'll quit," I blurted, ready to just run. Even becoming a Ronin didn't sound as bad anymore. 
 
    "Not yet. Give us over the summer. It should quiet down. If we can't get it done by the Fourth of July holiday, Alixant and I will support whatever you want to do. Up to and including going Ronin."  
 
    The amount of defeat in her voice surprised me.  
 
    "Okay." I looked around at the devastation and fought the desire to run. "I'm headed to the library. You have my number if you need me." 
 
    She just nodded at me and walked towards the police. I wasn't really involved since there was no proof the bomb had been left for me. Though I was curious about what it had been. "Bomb" was what I called it because it exploded, but I had no real idea how they had tried to kill me.  
 
    Feeling like the worst sort of selfish person, I dragged myself to the library, the time shield up for a full five minutes this time. Once there I found a back table and dropped the shield. I needed to focus. 
 
    The beep-beep of my phone told me I had a text message. Worried, I pulled it up and saw a message form Alixant. Hope, sweet and deadly, rushed through me as I read the message.  
 
    *Have the information. Is through a dozen shell companies and is backed by Japan. They are trying to pressure you out via Jo's family. Talking to government now. They will represent the Guzmans but there isn't much else to be done now. Will share if find out more.* 
 
    I sat there looking at my phone fighting not to start bawling or just give it all up and run away. Carelian was on the table butting my hand, but he didn't speak. What could he say? 
 
    "Cori? You okay?"  
 
    I sniffed trying to keep back tears and saw Charles standing there looking at me, a frown on his face. Arachena jumped off his shoulder and skittered over to Carelian then, in an oddly hesitant motion, one of her twelve legs patted the back of my hand.  
 
    That teeny act of kindness from a creature that most people would have run from screaming broke my walls, and for the second time in a month I started to cry. This time it wasn't as much sorrow and fear, more frustration and rage and the knowledge there wasn't anything I could do about any of it. 
 
    A handkerchief appeared in front of me. "Here. Use this. It's clean, I promise," Charles said.  
 
    Gratefully I took it and tried to mop up my tears and my nose. "Handkerchief?" I asked as I managed get my rage under control.  
 
    "Granddad was a stickler about it. And have to admit it's been nice during allergy season. Also, it can go through the wash unlike tissues. Getting pieces of white paper everywhere is a pain." 
 
    That brought an unexpected laugh. "Thanks." 
 
    "What's wrong? You don't look like the type to be crying because someone is picking on you." He set his books down and looked at me. He seemed curious and more like trying to solve a puzzle than filled with empathy. 
 
    "Long story," I said still mopping at my eyes and trying to control my shaking. 
 
    "I've got time. Might help to talk it out to someone not involved in your life." He settled into his chair while Arachena stroked my hand and Carelian's paw at the same time. He'd curled up on the table, his head resting on my arm, looking up at me. I took the hand he wasn't trapping and petted him.  
 
    "Your loss." I told him everything, the double merlin, the inheritance, the various people trying to kill or control me, it all just came spilling out. The only thing I kept secret was Baneyarl and Carelian's machinations. By the time I was done I was panting with anger and frustration.  
 
    Charles leaned back and looked at me. I realized he had light brown eyes, almost amber, and in the funky library light they almost glowed. "Basically, you're fucked or everyone you love is fucked. Nothing in between." 
 
    I grimaced a bit but nodded. "Pretty much. Sad when the idea of going Ronin is sounding attractive." 
 
    He snorted out a laugh. "There's where we are different." 
 
    I looked at him skeptically. "Then what about Daniela?" 
 
    "She's a bitch and if she causes me too much trouble, I'll deal with her at that point. So far, she is a pain in my side. She isn't directly impacting me," he replied, his voice level.  
 
    But I heard the unspoken "yet" there. Part of me wondered if that should be a warning to me, but given the trouble Daniela had given me, I figured she'd earned anything that happened. Charles smirked at me and I gave him another long look. Pattern mage. Somehow, I knew he was a powerful archmage, close to a merlin.  
 
    "So where are we different?" I asked, now curious. If nothing else, talking to him had distracted me enough to get the tears and frustration under control. I still simmered with anger. 
 
    "I plan on dealing with my issue. Bullies are all the same. Until you hit them very hard where it hurts, they keep thinking they can intimidate you. Once you hit them hard enough and make it clear that if they do it again, you'll come back five times harder, they back off." 
 
    Everything snapped into focus. "You're giving Daniela enough rope to hang herself, but you plan on dealing with her one way or another." 
 
    He didn't answer, just smirked. "The real question is, how do you deal with the entities causing you grief? You sure it is Japan?" 
 
    "Everyone seems to think so. I don't have any actual proof." I stopped as Arachena triple tapped my hand and I looked at her. "Yes?" 
 
    She chittered and looked at Carelian and then Charles. "Huh. She says the patterns align and all the factors lead back to Japan." 
 
    "Why didn't she just tell me that?" 
 
    ~Those of Order follow the proprieties very closely. I am Cath, I choose what is proper.~ Carelian licked the back of my hand and gave a superior gaze at Arachena. 
 
    "He just spoke to me," Charles muttered, staring at Carelian. He didn't seem surprised, more as if another bit of information had been added.  
 
    "Yeah. Apparently that note about familiars only talking to their mages had never met a Cath." 
 
    Charles flinched and closed his eyes. "And Arachena is ripping him a new one. Okay. So, she is almost never wrong. We match on Pattern. It's my strength. It will make me an excellent programmer. With Earth and Air as minor, I'll stay with my computers. I like them better than most people." He shook his head. "But what it means is yes, Japan is the source of your issues, probably their Maiyutsu-shi." 
 
    I sighed. "Yeah, that sounds like the guy who would get the stuff if I fail." 
 
    "There you have it. Now your choice is continue to work under the radar or shove it in their face and make them stop." 
 
    "HOW?" I almost shouted the question and a few people stared at me. I hunched my head between my shoulders. "How by Merlin do I do that?" 
 
    "Not a clue. But I've never found a bully that goes away by ignoring them. Sorry." 
 
    I sighed and we both fell to our homework and papers, but his words kept swirling in my head.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
    Are you a Non-Organic mage? Looking for a career in industrial engineering? Apply now with your degree and gain access to one of the fastest growing careers in developing new transportation options. Your ability to work with elements will make you a star in many industries. ~ Mage Headhunter posting 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The weekend disappeared, and we'd let Baneyarl know we'd be busy with our finals all week, so we were taking this week off from lessons. Next week, Esmere would try to heal Sable's pancreas, and Jo planned on going back to work at the garage all summer, assuming it still existed. The lawsuit was still being pursued and there wasn't anything we could do but worry.  
 
    Our first final was bright and early Monday morning. I'd been practicing, so I included Jo in my time bubble. To my delight it worked, though I couldn't get it less than five minutes out of time. The shudder zipped through me as we resynced. 
 
    "That felt super odd," Jo said as her body paid the price. 
 
    "Yeah, but it makes for safe travel. Easy price to pay."  
 
    We watched others go into the classroom, including two people I didn't know, both older than any of the students, in their thirties at least.  
 
    "Huh. Wonder who those two are?" Jo said as we headed in. 
 
    "No clue, but I'm sure we'll find out. Come on. She said she's doing this in alphabetical order which means you're closer to the beginning and I'm smack in the middle." I grabbed my bag and Carelian streaked in to race up to our preferred seats. Indira said we could leave when we were done, but not being there when your name was called would drop you a full grade on your final. Besides, I wanted to see what other students' final projects were. Lots of companies would ask how comfortable you were using your pales as well as your strong, so for those who wanted to get into some competitive fields this was great practice. 
 
    Our final was to research a spell from a list of about twenty and figure out how to do it with the minimal amount of molecules and then use science to explain how you did it and why. Personally, I was betting on many of them repeating the fire and water example, but I had hoped for more interesting examples. 
 
    We settled down at as Indira stepped forward and started to speak. 
 
    "Welcome to finals day. I hope you are prepared to wow and impress me. But you also better know your basic science. If you can't prove you have a good grasp of the scientific concepts behind your actions, it will hurt your grade." She huffed a sigh and glared at the two men next to her. " The administration has insisted that I have two assistants to help me this year as the last few years this process has taken the full day. They have assured me they are both highly qualified." She rolled her eyes and the entire class snickered and I admired the way she both made clear she wasn't impressed and lowered their standings at the same time.  Everyone would want her as their tester now. 
 
    I fought back a wave of paranoia as the two men stepped forward and bowed slightly, never taking their eyes off the students in the room. I could see they were mages, but from here I couldn't tell what class. I glanced at Indira gaging, but she just seemed annoyed not worried. Still two strangers? I frowned a bit as Carelian twitched. He usually slept during this class, finding Indira's too pedantic for his tastes. 
 
    "Something wrong?" I whispered. Jo glanced at me, her brows drawing together.  
 
    ~No? Maybe? Am twitchy. But there is no reason.~ He heaved a mental sigh and sank his head down, but his eyes didn't close and his tail kept twitching. 
 
    "Then let's start. Amy Abelson," Indira said, and they did. Each of them taking one student and doing three at a time. 
 
    I had my experiment ready. I wasn't about to show how easy Fire was even though I should have been null in that. I stuck with something a bit more explainable. Non-Organic was my only pale in Spirit, and it was also one of the few tangible branches, which made any experiment easier. While I'd been tempted to do the Extract Mineral that Indira had done, that seemed too much like the easy way out for me, so I'd decided to work with electricity. It was fun and I had almost gotten good enough to have electricity bounce back and forth between my hands. Though if I didn't concentrate, I'd burn myself. It had the advantage of being very showy. In theory, I should be able to stun people or even make it look like I was calling lighting, though from terrestrial based sources, not the sky.  
 
    We were sitting there quietly watching everyone when Jo's name was called by one of the men. She left her stuff, except for the prop she needed. Air was one of her weaker areas, but we'd been working with Baneyarl about that. In theory anyone not strong shouldn't be able to actually use Fly. We'd thought about doing a lightning strike but being indoors killed that idea.  
 
    I leaned forward to watch her demonstration. She'd taken all her books down with her and set them on the floor between her and the examiner. I knew what she was doing was asking Air to wiggle underneath the books and push them up, then drop them. Much easier than trying to hold them in the air, at least for this part. Air thought this was great fun. Jo and Sable had practiced in a park one evening and she said that Air acted like a kid playing with them. Only little offerings were required. Flying took more, but Air apparently thought having hair flying around was great. It made me wonder if Air would enjoy capes even more.  
 
    What Jo was telling the examiners, however, was how she identified the oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon molecules under and to the side of the books and pulled them under the books, then used the laws of attraction to pull more and more in until the books rose up. She phrased everything in such a way, including what she was offering, that it was the truth. Lying was too risky as you never knew who was paying attention and might start asking questions.  
 
    Amazing how "I thought if I" and "Theory is" could mislead almost anyone. The final did make you think of how things worked and how magic worked with them and if you were creative you could see many things you could do outside the prescribed spells. But I'd also seen more than a few students who'd gotten hurt because they were so specific in what they were trying to do, they did it wrong. Personally, I suspected half of the reason for the class was for people to get hurt doing things and back off, to only do exactly what the text and resource books listed. 
 
    I grinned as she stopped speaking, took a deep breath, and floated up a few inches. Even knowing what she'd explained, I loved the look of surprise on the inspectors' faces. Indira's double take, causing her to miss her own student's action, both amused me and told me she was paying very close attention to Jo and by extension me.  
 
    Jo had an enormous grin as she bounded up the stairs and slouched in the chair. "He asked if I was a merlin or actually strong in Air." Her grin so big I expected her face to be sore. "Showed him my tat and headed back up. Pretty sure I aced it." 
 
    "No questions about the 'how'?" 
 
    "Nope. Heck, pretty sure they didn't care. They kept glancing around and at each other. Was almost insulting except for the look on his face at the end. And I only had to offer about a quarter inch from a few strands. Now I totally want to go flying." 
 
    "And get shot by scared people? I don't think so. Let's plan a vacation someday. The four of us, remote island, and you can fly over the water. Sable can make sure you don't break anything when you fall and hit it." 
 
    "Ooh, that sounds fun. Wonder if I get good enough I could take you and Sable flying?" 
 
    I gave her a considering look. "That might be fun…over water." 
 
    ~Water, ick. Takes forever to get your fur back to proper shape.~ Carelian's mutter had us both giggling a bit. The class got smaller and I was actually sad I wouldn't get to see Charles do his as with the last name of Wainscot he was one of the last people.  
 
    A commotion outside pulled my attention to the door and I saw Charles glaring at Daniela as she sneered at him. She made a gesture that was anything but polite and stomped away. If I remember correctly, not that I paid that much attention to her, she had a class in the room next to us. 
 
    Scowling, he moved up the stairs, away from his normal seat. "That woman is going to regret her choices someday. And I can't wait for the day." 
 
    Jo laughed. "Sable will join you. She's a piece of work." 
 
    Charles growled and threw himself into one of the seats in the row below us. Arachena scuttled down his arm, patting mine as she went by, then jumped on Carelian. I could hear low chittering as her legs worked up and down his body. He groaned a bit and stretched out further.  
 
    "Is it just me or does that look a bit indecent?" Jo asked, watching the two familiars. 
 
    "Yes," Charles and I replied at the same time.  
 
    He continued with a soft smile. "But I'm also kinda jealous. Looks like it feels good, but she isn't strong enough to do that to me." His voice had a touch of wistfulness to it. 
 
    "Don't bet on it. Ask her. What I've been finding out about our familiars is we shouldn't assume they have the same limitations and abilities as their mundane counterparts." I watched them for a minute more then shifted my attention back to the front.  
 
    Some of the students' presentations went haywire badly. One of them had Indira shouting for assistance out the door, when his fire experiment, instead of setting the paper on fire, exploded the sealed can of coke he'd had in his cargo shorts pocket. From his screams and Indira's annoyance I figured either the liquid had been scalding or aluminum fragments had embedded in flesh. An EMT came running in with a partner and I crossed my legs and didn't move. This wasn't something I needed to get involved with. I couldn't afford it right now. Besides, he was hurt, not dying. Me sitting this one out wouldn't have any consequences either way. Instead I watched them treat him. From what I could see, second-degree burns and some minor cuts. Not anything worth the level of screaming he'd done.  
 
    This delayed us for a bit and I was starting to wish I'd brought a lunch. My stomach agreed with that. They were at the K's so hopefully I'd be called shortly.  
 
    I watched a girl do a variation of what I had planned on doing, but where I could get actual visible electricity between my hands, she barely had a spark created and lost a good two inches of hair. Jo's phone pinged, a sound that told me it was Stinky. It sounded like a long loud fart. A few people glanced at us and I snickered as Jo pulled out her phone. 
 
    Her body language changed as I watched, growing tense and tight. That made me still and focus on her. "I need to call him. I'll be right back." She was already halfway down the stairs as she said the last words.  
 
    My own fear grew and my imagination ran wild. Assassins had killed them. Marisol hurt. The lawyers got them.  
 
    Each situation was worse and I felt myself starting to generate a Murphy's Curse. I tamped it down and focused on breathing. Jo burst into the classroom and bounded up the stairs. Various people shouted at her, but she focused on me. "I have to go. Someone blew up the garage. It's in flames. Mom is on the way there. So far it doesn't look like anyone was hurt." 
 
    My heart spasmed as I jumped to my feet, grabbing my stuff. "I'm coming too." 
 
    She didn't say anything as we sprinted down the stairs. "Indira, I have to go. I'll make it up or dock me. I don't care." 
 
    "Cori? What in the world?" I heard her yell as I reached bottom of the stairs. By this time the entire room had paused and was looking at us. Jo hit the doors and held them open. 
 
    "Emergency. Have to go. Explain later." When I turned to race through the doors, a gust of wind slammed into me and knocked me away from the door and to the floor. I saw Jo get flung backwards into the hall and the door slammed shut, cutting us off. 
 
    "You aren't going anywhere, Cori Munroe. Your death has been paid for," someone said with an accent that sounded Asian. I looked up, my back against the classroom wall and my ass on the floor as one of the 'guest' instructors stalked towards me and the other held off Indira. 
 
    "Die now." 
 
    Ah crap.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
    The United States is considered a very safe country. Crime is low and mages are well treated. Other countries are not as lucky. While no country is stupid enough to treat mages as second-class citizens, different governments enact strict controls but always with a carrot attached. ~ History of Magic 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    On instinct I pulled Lady Luck over me and grabbed for an earth shield, but there wasn't enough floating dust and random dirt. They had a very good janitorial staff, to my detriment. I felt his magic reach towards me, which was freaky as all get out. I glanced at the tattoos of the first mage—Air, Pattern, and Transform pale. The second was a merlin—Water and Psychic. That wasn't good. Baneyarl had been teaching us to defend ourselves against attacks, but Water was one of the deadlier ones, and hard to defend against. 
 
    Line of sight, remember most mages can only attack line of sight.  
 
    Taking a risk, I focused on the other side of the classroom behind Indira and sent a plea to magic. I rolled and ended up rolling into the wall on the other side of the classroom. I jumped to my feet and looked around, trying to think. On most other occasions people had tried to kill me, I'd hidden from them and people had come running. I shied away from remembering the shooter and Jo. This time people were simply trying to run out the door but were blocked by the two mages. 
 
    Before I could orient myself, a chair came flying at me and I ducked with a half scream. The chair slammed against the wall behind me, shattering, bits hitting my back.  
 
    ~Shield!~ Carelian ordered in my head. His worry and franticness hit me hard. I started to panic as I tried to figure out what to use to shield. I'd had time to think when Jo was shot. I needed time to figure out what to do. 
 
    A bolt of fire came flying at me and I had to dive away, scrambling. Everyone was screaming and I could barely think. I saw Indira out of the corner of my eye, fire in her hands. In the second I saw her it looked like she was throwing a soap bubble at the attacker nearest her, but I had to scramble away before I could figure out what she was doing. 
 
    ~Cori!~ Carelian called again, but other students were throwing their abilities around and using fire and chairs as shields. The room filled with the sounds of things breaking and people yelling. I turned, trying to locate Carelian. In the chaos I couldn't focus on anything. Every flash of red caught my attention, but it was never him. I breathed in fast short pants as I kept moving. One mage still fought with Indira, but the other headed in my direction. 
 
    Where is he? Where is Jo? Are they okay?  
 
    The doors flew open and students rushed out. I strained to see Jo, but all I could catch were glimpses of heads and figures. A flash of blue and white grabbed my attention, and I caught a glimpse of Arachena racing up Charles' shirt. He looked as pale and freaked out as I felt. But he had his bag and was headed towards the door.  
 
    Delay. I need to let them get out. But then what?  
 
    I had no answer to that. Before I could dwell on it, a ball of fire came spinning towards me, huge and white hot. With a whispered plea, I sidestepped to my seat at the top of the room. I wasn't fast enough, and the flames seared the side of my left arm. 
 
    A scream ripped out of me and I stumbled. Pain lashed through my body and brought me to my knees. Tears filled my eyes as I tried to see. I needed to know where they were. 
 
    ~Cori!~ 
 
    Carelian so near, but with all the jumble and the blurriness, the only thing I could see were the flames coming towards me, the white, yellow, and orange promising my death. 
 
    I ran my hand up my arm, sobbing in renewed pain. I lifted up my hand, blood and ichor coating it. "Protect," I begged, reaching for Earth pulling.  
 
    I just wanted to be safe. But I also wanted those two to pay for what they had done. I wanted Jo safe. I wanted Carelian safe. I even wanted all the other students and Indira to be safe. I wanted this to be done. I wanted to make them pay. 
 
    All of those thoughts, that need, were shoved into that one word and the offering of blood, skin, and ichor.  
 
    The "yes", the vaporization of what I offered, and the building collapsing all happened in the same second. Noise surrounded me with a physical power. I fell back, hitting the wall. A new scream of pain slipped past my lips. As if called by my cry of pain a spear of Earth, mostly concrete and tile, burst up from the floor less than an inch from me, blocking the incoming fireball. 
 
    The flames dispersed across it, not even singeing my hair. The walls of the building crumpled down in perfect unison and created an arena around us. Within the remains of the classroom stood Carelian and me, the two mages, and the slumped form of Indira. Dust filled the air and a strange silence settled as I took in the new area. Brick, concrete, and wood created walls around us. The doors were blocked, and the ceiling looked precarious.  
 
    The building hadn't been huge, two stories holding four classrooms on each floor. Now it felt like a giant had stepped on it, crushing it down. The second story had crumbled, and I could see through gaps in the ceiling to the next floor. No one looked back at me and I counted that as a minor miracle. I didn't want to think about how many people I'd hurt, or even killed by my actions.  
 
    "Why are you doing this?" I cried out. I pivoted, looking around, but realized no one else was in here and the other mage was a merlin. I couldn't see what exactly, too far away, but Indira's body laying on the floor suggested Psychic.  
 
    "Money. Kill one little girl and we receive a lot of money. Seemed like a straightforward job, but you've proved challenging. Thank you," the merlin replied, his voice calm, amused almost. "I must say I'm impressed that anyone as uneducated as you could pull this off." He waved his hand around the arena we found ourselves in. 
 
    I swallowed hard. "All this? Just for money?" 
 
    "No, for a lot of money. And a favor from the emperor of Japan and his pet mage. How could we turn that down?" He started walking towards me and I grabbed the earth under his feet and pulled. Not asking, just pulling. It slid and he fell backwards. "Cute trick, but my brother has a solution to that." 
 
    Japan? The emperor? The Majyutsu-shi is involved in this? 
 
    Before I could follow that path any further, he waved at the man to his right and a moment later floated up into the air about a foot off the ground. The man, his brother, grunted and I felt a gust of air head my direction. The merlin floated with the breeze, coming right at me, though slowly.  
 
    Well crap.  
 
    I spun through the stuff we'd learned, trying to think. It had been basic stuff, Elements, which I barely had, how to talk to magic, working with my Psychic skills to pull out memories, read the truth from people, and time. Moving outside of time did no good. It just let them kill everyone without me stopping them and I didn't think putting us in a time bubble would do anything. Even if I stopped time, I had to restart it at some point, so nothing would change. All this magic and power and I didn't know how to do anything. Granted I never really thought I'd be in a fight for my life either. Stupid in hindsight. 
 
    My experiment.  
 
    I pulled on the electricity I'd planned on playing with, gladly offering a full inch of hair, and I threw a lightning bolt at him. The bright white, snapping and cracking bolt ripped from my hands and zig-zagged through the air, leaving the sharp smell of ozone behind. It streaked in his direction, then jerked to one side and slammed into the Earth spear that had saved my life earlier.  
 
    "Impressive, but it takes years to learn how to control lightning. And you don't have years." 
 
    I tried again and again, being reckless with the blood still oozing down my arm. But the lightning never went to the target I was aiming at, and he just laughed, moving up the stadium seating towards me. 
 
    "Carelian, go. Get out of here. Go home," I urged as my eyes locked on the man approaching. I had no clue how to protect myself from a water attack. I knew our bodies were mostly water, and obviously he didn't care about killing with magic.  
 
    ~Never. My quean!~ Carelian bristled with fierceness as he said that, and my heart threatened to snap what little control I had. I needed to do something. He crouched on crushed desks about six feet away, his tail lashing, ears laid back so close to his head that he looked like a snake about to strike.  
 
    The movement of the earth and the building collapsing around us had created dust everywhere. I pulled it into a shield as the merlin attacked. I felt him try to pull the water from my body and I put the shield between us. It hit my earthen shield, dry and dusty, and bounced back, refusing to cross what I had created. That surprised me, but I sure wasn't complaining.  
 
    "Interesting. No worries. If I touch you, you can't stop me from killing you. But meanwhile. Tanaka, kill the woman. We don't need witnesses." He didn't look away from me as he spoke in a loud voice, just moved closer. He was only ten feet away. 
 
    "No," I ground out and created a wall around Indira. The blood seeping from my burns a constant offering. I struggled to stay standing as the pain lashed at me. Every offering exacerbated the burn, and burns hurt, but if I gave in, I'd be dead. 
 
    "You are full of surprises. But not an issue." He lifted his chin in an odd jerking manner. "Pull out all the air in that enclosure. That will eliminate any problem." 
 
    I swallowed as his brother nodded and concentrated. A puff of dust blew out of the area created and I had no doubt she was now choking, trying to breathe on nothing. 
 
    "Now for the cat. Can't have any witnesses, after all, and we know how intelligent familiars are." A ball of flame went whistling towards Carelian. 
 
    "NO!" I screamed out the words and lunged, instinct taking over, trying to block the deadly fireball with my body. A rip opened before the ball and it disappeared into it. I fell to my knees, gouging them on the torn stone, more blood on the outside of my body.  
 
    ~My quean, I am not that easy to kill.~  
 
    My knees were screaming but all I could do was shake in relief and anger at the voice in my head. Charles' words of just a few hours ago rumbled through my head. Could I? Did I dare?  
 
    Better question, do I have anything to lose? If I don't, I'm dead anyhow. 
 
    My legs shook as I stood. "This needs to end." My voice quavered as I said it, staring at the man sneering at me not three feet away. 
 
    "Yes, it does. You were worthy prey," he said, condescension in his voice. "It won't hurt much." His arm reached towards me. 
 
    "No, it won't." I grabbed his arm and shoved my mind into his, looking for the image of the orders, the place that he would return to when I was dead. He shrieked as I was ruthless. I didn't care if it hurt, I didn't care if it killed him. He had just tried to kill my familiar and my mentor, and because of him I might have killed my best friend. I grabbed the image. 
 
    Take me there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
    It is a truism that magic costs, and more than one mage has squandered their life reaching for things outside of their grasp. Be smart, learn well, and never reach for things outside your knowledge. It might cost you everything. ~ OMO reminder. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The thought rippled out into magic, I paid the too small price, and stepped to the side. Reality shivered, I spent ten seconds or eternity in between, then I stood in a large room, the man still attached to me. I felt a portal open then Carelian was at my feet sitting regally, his ruby fur brilliant in the subtle hues.  
 
    I slammed my electricity into the assassin as he fought me and he convulsed, then slumped, unconscious. I dropped him to the floor and looked around. The room had a few people in it, all Asian, Japanese I assumed. People were screaming, staring at me and pointing. I pulled down more electricity and created a halo around myself, trying to appear impressive.  
 
    Fake it till you make it. I have nothing to lose.  
 
    I channeled Jo at her fiercest—when she appeared like she didn't give a damn and no one could stop her. I needed that right now. With a grunt, I pushed the unconscious merlin at my feet away from me and stood up straighter. I moved my eyes over the room, inspecting every detail. I hadn't taken the time to inspect the memory of the location, and for a place the emperor was supposed to be, it seemed almost plain. It had a bamboo floor, white walls with paintings of cherry trees on them. At the end of the room sat an elegant, gigantic desk. It had to be at least eight feet long and gleamed a beautiful golden red. Bookshelves lined the wall behind the desk which had a huge computer monitor sitting on it.  
 
    But where my eyes rested at the end of the room there were two men, both dressed suits that fit them perfectly. One had touches of silver at his temples while the other looked like a warrior about to attack me. 
 
    A stream of Japanese came at me and I had no idea what it meant. From the corner of my eye I saw the other people in the room streaming out an opening where they had moved the wall. And I saw more people running towards us. People with guns, and more than one had a mage tattoo on his face.  
 
    "I want the emperor Tomohito Takamado and the Majyutsu-shi Hishatio Yamato," I said, projecting my voice as loud as I could. I knew I mangled the pronunciation, but from the way the two men stiffened I figured they understood me. People were getting closer—I didn't have time for this crap.  
 
    Time!  
 
    Reaching, I created the biggest bubble I'd ever managed and the longest. The bubble encased me, the merlin at my feet, and the two men at the other end of the room. It stretched out like a soap bubble between me and the men. I set it for an hour, so we were out of sync with time for a huge amount. Coming back in would suck, but better that than allowing the onrushing guards to get to me first.  
 
    I was tired of fighting, I wanted this over. 
 
    Still channeling Jo, I stalked forward, aware of the blood soaking the knees of my jeans, running down my arm, and dripping on the pristine golden floor. Carelian paced beside me, his tail lashing back and forth. 
 
    Another string of angry Japanese as I got close enough to get a good look at both of them. The merlin stood to the side, the three tattoos visible on his face. The other man was rigid with effrontery if I had to guess. Both were in their mid-thirties to early fifties—I didn't know enough to guess better. The merlin had a sharper nose and fuller lips than the emperor, but the big difference was his long black hair compared to the trim cut the other man had.  
 
    "I want you to stop this. Or I'll stop it now." 
 
    Japanese and glaring. 
 
    "Enough. I know damn well you understand English. Talk to me or I'll bring this place down around our heads." 
 
    They both crossed their arms and sneered at me. Fine. If they wanted to play it that way. I offered up more blood to Earth and pulled. The ground rocked. The bookcases caught in my bubble fell with a crash of fine china, snapping of wood, and the clatter of metal. I knew in an hour the rest of the palace would shake like a 5.0 earthquake had hit it. 
 
    "I can do this until your palace is in rubble. I'll level it to the ground." 
 
    The merlin sneered and looked at me. I could tell he was about to attack, so I hit first. I used the same trick I had with the shooter and reached out, grabbing his soul and pulling it out of his body. But this time I could sense the tether and before it snapped, I released it and felt him slam back into his body. Nausea bubbled in the back of my throat, but I pushed it down.  
 
    The merlin, Hishatio Yamato, slammed back against the wall, pale and gasping, hand clawing at his heart. For the first time, there was a look of fear and maybe respect in his gaze. He pushed himself away from the wall, a trickle of blood tracing from his left nostril. 
 
    "Are we done playing? I have nothing left to lose and if I have to destroy this building and you, I will." I kept my voice hard and hoped neither of them could see how my knees were trembling. Carelian snarled at my side and I glanced down to see his red fur fluffed and tail bristling. 
 
    "Are you threatening the ruler of Japan?" Tomohito Takamado said, staring at me, his body stiff, his English stilted but understandable. 
 
    "Are you speaking of yourself in the third person? Yes, I am. After all, you've been trying to kill me for three months. Some of your idiots just crossed the line by blowing up the business of the closest thing I have to a family, then they tried to kill me. I'm done. End this now. Or I will." I had no clue how to do that other than what I had threatened, and that made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    A string of Japanese and a sly look from the royal merlin. 
 
    ~They are planning on killing you now. I have an idea. Do you trust me? It will take a minute or two,~ Carelian's voice whispered in my mind. 
 
    "Always," I said aloud, then looked at the two of them. "Trying to kill me, even succeeding, won't solve your problem. I can promise neither of you will live to see that inheritance. Or we can work together and maybe come to a comprise." I was bluffing. I had no idea how to fight, and while I could pull the building down around us, it didn't mean they'd die or that Jo and her family would be safe.  
 
    A sharp pain pierced my mind, familiar and almost welcome.  
 
    "I did not think you understood Japanese," Yamato said.  
 
    "I don't. Some things are obvious. Choose. Work with me or die trying to kill me." 
 
    "I'll just kill you. I have no need to work with anyone and I want the research James had." He sneered at me and I braced myself for a magical attack. 
 
    To my surprise, the emperor reached into his desk and pulled out a gun, pointing it at me. Carelian snarled. I just felt my anger increase. 
 
    "A gun. Really? Did your pet mage not tell you who I was? What I am?" I'd been using my chemistry classes to help identify elements, but gunpowder was easy to sense and I knew where it was. With a whisper of a thought I called Fire to the rounds in the chamber.  
 
    "Stäp!" Yamato yelled, the word sharp and explosive. I didn't bother to listen but made the offering to the gunpowder in the cartridges. 
 
    At least I tried to limit it to that. The gun exploded in his hand. Shrapnel went flying out in a radius. They stopped mid-air, only a few pieces embedded in his hand. The merlin glared at me as they fell to the ground. 
 
    Oops. I guess killing the ruler of Japan might be a bad idea. 
 
    I watched blood drip from his hand to the pristine desk and I didn't care. 
 
    "You useless waste of magic, you will pay for that. No one spills his blood." The words translated in my mind and I bared my teeth at him. 
 
    "My blood coats your floors, I see his as less valuable than my own. If you want to kill me, go for it." I took all the blood, skin, the tears leaking down my face from pain and offered it to magic. I felt the acceptance and the question, but I didn't know what to ask for, so I waited for them to make the next move.  
 
    There was a long look between the two men and, wrapping his bleeding hand with a pure white handkerchief, the emperor nodded at the merlin. I braced myself for the attack. 
 
    I love you, Jo. I'm so sorry, this is all my fault.  
 
    The merlin lifted his hands and snarled at me and I tried to figure out the attack, how to block or defend. A spike of pain slashed through my mind. Hard and brutal. I stumbled back, wondering if this was how I would die. 
 
    ~I think not.~ The voice of someone I didn't remember ever hearing before spoke in my mind, and I saw the two men flinch. A bird appeared out of nowhere and flew up to sit on the top of the computer monitor, his claws piercing it. Glass crunched and fell to the desk as sparks crackled between his talons. 
 
    ~Hisahito Yamato, James would be ashamed of you. Did you think he would approve of this?~ 
 
    I stared at the bird unable to process what I saw. About the size of a large falcon, its feathers were white, blue, and green with a tail that fell in loose curly feathers to the floor, a rainbow of blues and purples. It shimmered as I looked at it, and I didn't know if that was my exhaustion or heat. 
 
    Astonished Japanese burst from the merlin as he stared at the bird. Carelian translated seamlessly into my mind so I could understand. 
 
    "Jeorgaz. You died. I saw you die. James mourned you." He had wide eyes and I could see a trail of sweat appear along his hairline. 
 
    ~Of course you did and of course he did. He knew my nature. As he also knew he would die before I regenerated. Did you not remember what I am?~ Amused contempt filled the voice. 
 
    "Those don't exist. They aren't real!" I heard the denial even through the language barrier, though Carelian did a fair job of making sure I got intonation as he translated. 
 
    ~And the dragon that keeps the Child of Heaven safe is a mirage?~  
 
    The merlin spluttered then stiffened. "It is still my inheritance…" He broke off as the bird slashed its wings at him. 
 
    ~It is not. It is hers and you know it. I warned James that you were too greedy to allow anything to prevent you. But he still remembered the boys you had been and refused to see the man you were. He was a great man, but he had his flaws. One of them was remembering people as they had been, not as they were. So listen to me now.~ Something changed in the timbre of the voice and it rippled through my heart and mind as he spoke. ~Corisande Munroe is the mage I felt emerge with James Wells before my burning. The inheritance is hers. I avow it as the focus from the Spirit Realm.~ 
 
    Yamato growled, and Jeorgaz raised his wings exposing the colors of light blue darkening to purple.  
 
    ~Hear me now Hisahito, if she is killed or dies and it is in any way related to you, I will take you back to my realm and you will be my toy until my next rebirth, which should take centuries. Cease this nonsense and provide reparation for what you have done.~ 
 
    It was implacable and I felt a tremor of panic at the idea of that voice being turned towards me. 
 
    Yamato sighed and his shoulders dropped. "I hear. My lord, do you accept?" He had turned to the emperor at this last part. I had no idea what their rulers name was and really didn't care.  
 
    The man looked at his merlin, then the bird, then me. After a long moment he spoke. "Am I to assume if I did not agree, the same consequences would affect me?" 
 
    Jeorgaz settled his wings back down. ~That would be a wise assumption.~ 
 
    A brief look of anger flittered across his face, but then he gave a short sharp bow, eyes never leaving the bird's. "Very well. The emperor of Japan will cease the attempts to direct the inheritance. Japan will not interfere with Corisande Munroe after this point. She is considered anathema to this court and word will be spread that she is neither to be attacked nor helped." 
 
    There was a layer of spite to his comments that made me blink, but I'd take what I could get. The odds of me ever needing to work with the emperor of Japan were fleeting.  
 
    ~Tomohito Takamado your vindictiveness knows no bounds. So be it.~ Jeorgaz turned to me. ~Are you satisfied, young mageling?~ 
 
    I swallowed past the lump in my throat and straightened my shoulders. "They need to pay for the damage done to my friends' business and what damage I caused protecting myself at Georgia MageTech." 
 
    A stiff nod from both men. 
 
    ~Excellent. I will be following up on this,~ Jeorgaz warned.  
 
    "Japan keeps her word," the emperor replied icily.  
 
    ~I would expect nothing less. Cori, are you ready to leave?~ 
 
    I looked around at the time bubble. "Don't I need to collapse it?" 
 
    ~It will collapse as soon as you step into my realm. I wish to speak with you.~ 
 
    And if that didn't sound ominous.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    The best mage is fat, happy, and with all their needs taken care of. Unhappy mages are deadly. ~ Qin Proverb 
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    A spike of pain and an entrance to another plane opened. ~Enter Cori. A healer is waiting for you. Step through.~  
 
    I glanced at Carelian and he rose and walked towards the gap. With a sigh I let the magic go with an apology. A burst of humor washed around me and then was gone. As I stepped into the other side a rush hit me. It felt like I'd slammed twenty ounces of Stinky's Mexican coffee. And that thought made we worry about Jo and the Guzmans all over. How could I have forgotten? 
 
    "What was that? And I need to get back, people were hurt. And the Guzmans," I protested, turning to look at the bird.  
 
    ~Your friend is fine. You have been gone approximately 15 minutes. The time you spend here will not be noticed. Now allow Esmere to see to your wounds,~ Jeorgaz said. His voice remained friendly but at the same time I recognized arguing with him would be like arguing with the wind. 
 
    I turned to see Esmere padding towards me. I expected Carelian to go running to her, but he just sat next to me purring. 
 
    ~You seem to have damaged yourself. Remove the leggings.~ She sat in front of me, looking at, or through me. I wasn't sure what she saw.  
 
    With a shrug I pulled off my jeans. It wasn't like they even had any concept of nudity, so stressing over that seemed stupid. 
 
    ~I must apologize for my lateness. It took me a full decade for rebirth. The loss of James struck me hard and it took time. Otherwise, I would have found you sooner.~ 
 
    "Um? What?" I had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    With a trill of music, he settled his wings as he sat on a branch across two rocks. I found it odd how the landscape always matched their needs. Or maybe because they created it, it always did. That was an interesting idea.  
 
    ~James and I felt you emerge all those years ago. But it was days before my Ash day, and I couldn't go find you. I knew James was dying, but I didn't think he would go within weeks. Normally going from Ash to Flesh takes a year, maybe two. I felt his loss even in between forms. It hurt. It took me a full eight years to re-hatch, then another year or so to get to a point my memories and my form could be of use. I was always going to come find you, let you know you were his chosen heir, but Magic had other ideas.~ He said Magic like it was a person, not a thing. 
 
    "Okay? Thanks? Why?" I had so many questions I didn't even know where to start. 
 
    ~You were the one to follow him. In normal times you would have had me or Carelian from the day you emerged. Helping you and guiding you. But things didn't go as we planned.~ 
 
    So many questions burbled in my mind, but I didn't know which to ask first. "Why? How old is Carelian? And who is we?" 
 
    Again, that trill of sheer amusement. ~He is only two weeks older than you think. He was freshly weaned when he went to you. As to why? Because you are a young mage of great power. Magic requires we assist her heralds.~ 
 
    "Wait, herald? Me? I swear if I'm the chosen one I'm running away NOW!" 
 
    That caused all three beings to start hacking and laughing. I watched them all, eyes narrowed. I was about to yell at Carelian when I realized my arm and knees didn't hurt.  
 
    "Hey, it doesn't hurt," I said glanced at Esmere who seemed to be laughing too, then focused on my wounds. The burned areas on my arm were pink and didn't ooze, while the scrapes on my knees were mostly gone.  
 
    ~No. I helped heal. Small offering as you had so much there to use already.~  
 
    I didn't know what to make of that, but before I could follow up on it, Jeorgaz spoke. 
 
    ~I lived with James long enough to understand your reference to a Chosen One. No. You are not. There is no fabled savior or anything else. Herald simply means you are a representative of Magic itself. Most of your merlins are, though few realize it or recognize it. The actions of Japan against you were found to be against the wishes of Magic. Hence her assistance. You and Magic are tightly woven, though you still have yet to explore how much. Someday you will understand.~ 
 
    I glared at him. Partial information did me no good. "Tell me now. I need to know this." 
 
    Jeorgaz tilted his head one way then the other, looking like a painted magpie as he did. ~If I explained to you how to fly, what muscles it would take, the flex of my pinons and tail feathers, would it enable you to understand what flight is like?~ 
 
    "No. I don't have wings, or tail feathers." 
 
    ~Exactly. So how can I explain to you things about magic that you have no foundation to understand? I will when you are ready. It is impractical to explain now.~ He shifted his attention to Esmere. ~She is well?~ 
 
    ~Well enough. The damage was mostly superficial, though painful. I accelerated natural healing and soothed the pain receptors. She should be fine in a few days,~ Esmere said, sitting in the Egyptian cat pose.  
 
    "Thank you," I said with gratitude in my voice. Those burns had hurt and only fear had kept me moving.  
 
    ~Then let us return you. I would advise keeping up your lessons with Baneyarl. It is not often one such as he deigns to train a human mage, much less three,~ Jeorgaz said watching me. 
 
    I gave him a tired smile. "Carelian chooses good queans. Or so he tells me regularly." 
 
    ~I can see that,~ Jeorgaz said, and I thought the expression on his face might be a smile. With the beak it was hard to tell. 
 
    I looked around the area—it wasn't like the glade of Baneyarl's, instead it reminded me of a jungle, with vines and colors everywhere. Every flower shown like the brightest image I'd ever seen, in colors I hadn't realized could exist in nature. There were no birds, but the area felt alive, it felt safe.  
 
    "Thank you. I figured I'd die there. Wasn't sure how to win without killing a lot of people, and I really didn't want to do that. But I would do anything for Jo and her family." 
 
    ~Yes. Your restraint has been noted. Tirsane spoke highly of you, and what you call cake.~ 
 
    I grinned. While having Tirsane speaking of me caused fissions of fear to run up and down my spine, the cake aspect was amusing. I took a deep breath, pausing for a second to enjoy the sweet tasting air. 
 
    "What do I owe you for the assistance? Nothing is free."  
 
    I expected something. I didn't know what.  
 
    ~Ah. There is truth there, but you owe me nothing. James was well liked and earned many favors over the years. I promised him when I ashed I would find you. It is to my eternal sorrow it was as late as it was.~ 
 
    "What did you promise him?" I didn't ask the second part about what hold a dead man could still have. 
 
    ~Just to help guide you on your journey. Magical heralds find life more interesting than they might expect or want. But you have an excellent focus in Carelian. I am sure if my presence or guidance is needed, he will let me know.~ The warning and unsubtle hint was obvious. But Carelian washed his face, ignoring the phoenix sitting not six feet from him. ~Oh, Esmere, he is your son.~ 
 
    ~Yes, I know.~ She purred out the words and her pride was evident in them.  
 
    "Everyone, thank you, but I need to get back." I ached to make sure Jo was okay, and Indira, Charles. Heck all of them. And for all I knew the school would expel me. I would. The amount of damage I did to that building alone would be worth suing me into bankruptcy. The desire to hide here for a very long time whispered at the back of my mind, but I pulled myself up and smiled. "Please?" 
 
    Jeorgaz looked at me for a long time then waved his left wing. A square ripple, the first I'd seen, opened before me. ~I shall follow your life with interest, Spirit Merlin Corisande Munroe. I expect many things from you.~ 
 
    I shivered at his words. That didn't sound like a nice quiet life. 
 
    ~She will be a great quean. You will see.~ Carelian rose and twined around my legs as the door to the university resolved. 
 
    ~Of that, I have no doubt. Be well, Corisande.~ Jeorgaz gave a weird parting whistle as I stepped through the door into the dust-filled arena. Indira laying there coughing, the brother assassin was gone, and the walls moved to reveal Jo looking in at me.  
 
    I met her eyes and we both smiled. No matter what, I'd be okay.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Appendix: Magic Symbols 
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    No Luck 
 
      
 
    Twisted Luck Short 
 
    Ternion Universe 
 
      
 
    Mel Todd 
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    A college education. Mandatory for all mages over hedgemage level. Structured to give young mages the training they need to use their magic wisely and make sure they understand the ways magic should be used to support their obligation to their country. It also helps drive them into fields that will enable bright futures. ~ Draft promotional brochure 
 
      
 
    My freshman year at GAMageTech. A chance to make friends, get my degree, use the mage draft to create an entry to the career I wanted. I smiled, hefting my backpack up a bit higher on my shoulder, and headed towards the location of my Magic 101 class, making sure not to jostle the hood of my hoodie too much. 
 
    That I had emerged as an archmage and had a familiar still surprised me. Those things didn't go with the idea of me being Charles Wainscot, kid from the wrong side of the tracks. Well too bad. I was here now and I'd be damned if I wasted the lottery I'd just won. 
 
    "Well, well. Looks like we just got invaded by the fatties. Better watch your food guys—with Chunk around you might have to fight for it. Merlin knows, he has to keep eating to maintain that fatso effect." 
 
    I stiffened as her voice registered, destroying my rare hopeful mood. I knew that voice like I knew the sound of my mom's crying. And I hated it more. I’d thought I'd never have to hear her mocking sneer again after I graduated high school. Apparently, I wasn't that lucky. All silver linings have lightning hiding at the edges, ready to strike you. 
 
    With slow precision I turned to see my tormentor and the person I'd love to have die in a freak accident. Daniela Morrison. She had strawberry red hair, pale cream complexion, grass green eyes, and a tattoo in greens and pale yellows on her temple indicating she was an Entropy mage. By all accounts she was stunning, men tripped over their tongues to get her attention. All I saw was ugliness and cruelty. As usual she had an entourage of men fawning over her. 
 
    "Daniela. Why are you here?" I kept my voice flat. I knew she would spot any reaction and pounce on it. "You decided on Alabama Magics after you emerged as a wizard." My mother made sure I was kept abreast of her actions, no matter how many times I told her I didn't care. More accurately I'd told my mother, Mrs. Margaret Wainscot, abuse survivor, that I only wanted to know if Daniela died. However, Mom thought pretty people were nice, even though living with the gorgeous asshole that was father should have destroyed that delusion. But because Daniela was pretty, she must be nice, and therefore her only son would love to know about her.  
 
    The only thing I want to know is the day she dies. I’ll throw a party. 
 
    She sneered, nose in the air. "Alabama Magics didn't understand how Purity works. This place is only moderately better. Housing had the audacity to stick me with a declared lesbian. Really." She huffed, her sneer warping her into a gargoyle. "Everyone knows you play in college, but if you're a mage you need to have babies, it's the only way to keep the magic bloodline going." She fluffed her hair, preening. Daniela was the epitome of what any good mage should want—pretty, smart, and magical. Too bad her soul had no beauty. 
 
    A flickering desire to give her the stats that proved while magic did tend to run in families it was only by a fifteen percent increase over the average emergence rate sparked for a moment. But that would mean I cared what she thought. I didn't. 
 
    "I see. And you are talking to me, why?" I wanted her to go away but getting out of social situations had never been my strong suit. Plus, any sign of weakness would amp up her bullying. Hell, dealing with people had never been anything I gave a damn about—computers were much easier. They didn't hit you or call you names. 
 
    "I just wanted to make sure the right people knew to stay away from you. After all, they might think you were decent or something, instead of a lying cheat." She spoke more to the sycophants around her than to me, using me to up her standing. 
 
    My jaw clenched and eyes narrowed, and the temptation to use my magic fought at my self-control, but using magic to hurt others was an instant death sentence if convicted. And I had no desire to die at this time. There were too many things to learn. 
 
    ~Ch-ch danger?~ Arachena's voice rippled through my mind, her cool logical mind pushing back my anger. Arachena had issues with my name, either Charles or Wainscot. So we'd settled on Ch-ch—she said it meant Efficient Builder. I'd figured she meant logical. That I could live with. 
 
    Her words, though, reminded me of a few things. "Come on out, Arachena. Meet my not-friend." While Arachena understood English, or at least understood me, in the three months before this semester started I'd figured out there were lots of words that did not make sense to her. And calling Daniela my prey or enemy would be a mistake.  
 
    Huh, maybe I should have called her a waste of webbing? I'll have to remember that. 
 
    "What? Talking to yourself now, Chunk? I'm surprised you got past hedgemage. What, you make magician?" She referred to the ranks of mages. Hedgemage, magician, wizard, archmage, merlin.  
 
    "No. I emerged as an archmage. Specifically, a Pattern mage with Earth and Transform," I replied in a cool voice even I as lifted up my arm so Arachena could walk down it. "And I was speaking to my familiar." My tattoos told her my classes, but I enjoyed rubbing in my rank. Reminding her I was a more powerful mage than one Daniela Morrison, the Purity darling. Plus, Pattern and Transform was a requested combination, meaning I'd have job offers the second my draft was completed.  
 
    I kept my eyes on her and I saw the flinch as I mentioned my rank. It felt sweet. The gasp of horror and fear from her and her cronies that followed Arachena's appearance on my arm tasted like the sweetest chocolate I'd ever eaten. I turned to admire my familiar, Arachena. 
 
    Her body was mostly a pale pinkish white that darkened to indigo at the tips of her twelve legs. The fine hairs coating her legs, allowing her to sense vibrations, were a dark purple, while her two large eyes were an inky black. I thought if you looked hard you could see flecks of white in their depths. Besides, the subtle grays and blues of my tattoos matched Arachena and weren’t as garish as Daniela's tattoo. 
 
    She found me the day I emerged and said she would help be my focus, that we were alike. I had no idea why I was her mage, but I'd known right then I'd found my best friend.  
 
    "What is that creature?" Daniela snarled as she took a step back and I let myself smile the tiniest bit.  
 
    "This is my familiar." I didn't bother to introduce them to her, they weren't worth her time. "And I'm sure you know that means she is protected under the Familiar Act. Besides, she's capable of protecting herself." That I only suspected, as I'd watched her hunt. She was fast and deadly, and though I hadn't verified if she could kill a human as easily, they didn't need to know that most of her prey had been small rodents.  
 
    "Figures. A fat waste of space like you would get something creepy and useless. Whatever. Stay out of my way, Chunk." She sneered at me and spun, her wave of strawberry hair flowing like a cape around her as she headed off. 
 
    I watched her and her associated flunkies flee. How was she here with me? She'd emerged a year before me at nineteen, which meant she should be a sophomore and not in my freshman classes. I sighed and dismissed her. With luck I shouldn't run into her often. One could hope. 
 
    "Come on, Arachena, back into the hoodie. I need to finish exploring the campus and school starts next week. I want to make sure I know where everything is." 
 
    Arachena bobbed up and down on her legs, then scurried back up my arm and under my long hair to dive into my hood. She was about the size of a softball when she drew in her legs. With them extended she took up about the size of a serving platter. Her three segmented sections made her look like a cross between an ant and a tarantula. I simply thought she was the most elegant creature I'd ever seen. 
 
    I wore mostly hoodies, and had purchased a few sleeveless ones to deal with the Atlanta heat and provide for her. Arachena thought they were wonderful nests and curled up in them allowing her to remain hidden most of the time. I didn't braid my hair, as it only reached my shoulder blades. But between my loose hair and the hood, it created a suitable hiding place. People had odd reactions to anything that looked like a spider, and Arachena was much bigger than most terrestrial spiders. And she was very intelligent, and therefore more dangerous.  
 
    In the months since she'd claimed me, and it was a better word than anything else I could come up with, we'd talked a lot. She said she was from the Pattern realm and her kind were called Chitterians. They could have anywhere from four to twelve legs. While there didn't seem to be much like castes or races in her realm, the number of legs you had added to your attractiveness. In passing, she'd mentioned she had hundreds of children and many mates, and now it was time for her to explore the worlds. She told me our minds resonated well together and she wanted to see my realm. 
 
    As far as I was concerned, I'd give her whatever she wanted. She was the best thing to ever happen to me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Monday morning, I showed up early for the first class of my college career, partly to get the seat I wanted but also to scope out my peers. I'd learned a long time ago to make sure I was near the door. Easier to flee tormentors. While everyone assured me that didn't happen in college, I knew better. Daniela was proof. And while I had an inkling of how easily I could kill someone, a death sentence didn't sound appealing. It meant I'd break my promise to Arachena to explore the world.  
 
    Settling in, I set my eyes to just be open the smallest slit as I watched the other students. People were interesting and you lived better if you knew how they would react. They had characteristics that let me know if they were bullies, victims, or just sheep. A girl walked in, too pretty and thin to be anything but stuck up, but what caught my attention was the cat walking next to her.  
 
    Another mage with a familiar. Interesting. Too bad she'll be like most girls. 
 
    When class started, I shifted my attention to the teacher, though I felt he was a bit of a blow hard. Arrogant and full of himself, he couldn't be more than an archmage. However, having him ask about each mage’s strengths and then calling out the girl meant I realized who she was.  
 
    The savior of the SEC. This summer, the media had been filled with stories about her double merlin status, her familiar, and how she'd fought off a gorgon and a unicorn in a stadium full of spectators.  
 
     I'd expected something different. Not sure what, but the slight woman looking nervous and embarrassed wasn't it. 
 
    ~Cath. Excellent hunters. Good friends.~ Arachena stroked my hair from underneath, but I sensed she'd peeked out to look at the girl and the cat.  
 
    I gave her one more look, then dismissed her from my mind. Women like her never had time for men like me. Except she was in my next class too. Interesting that she was also a freshman, but then to confuse everything I hadn’t seen her in any of my other classes. I took that bit of information and filed it away. I filed everything away. You never knew when it would be helpful. 
 
    The school year continued and to my disgust I found it no different than high school, except now, rather than popularity based on your parents and looks, it was based on power and looks. Daniela played up both, though she rarely admitted what her rank was. As the government paid for everything, getting to choose my roommate wasn't an option. But they did provide a decent apartment. Unfortunately, my assigned roommate was a member of the same Purity church as Daniela. What had started as an okay roommate situation quickly devolved into contempt and petty sabotage. 
 
    By the end of the first month, I kept a lock on the door to my room, carried my computer with me at all times, and found other places to be the majority of the time. Which is where I was when I ran into the savior of the SEC again, but this time she spoke to me.  
 
    Coffee isn't my favorite drink, too bitter. But a decent mocha will get my attention. Which is why I was in the Blue Donkey that night, doing homework and nursing my mocha. Arachena had fallen asleep in my hood and I'd just finished outlining the paper I needed to write, though I hadn't pulled out the next book I needed to read. Who chose these books anyhow? Were they determined to make sure magic was the most boring and pedantic thing on the face of the earth? 
 
    Either way, I needed to decide between what to read next, running to the bathroom, or getting another mocha when she walked up. I repressed a sigh, waiting for the brush off, the insults, and the arrogance. Striking first seemed like a better option. I already had enough issues with women who thought their looks or magic gave them power.  
 
    "So what does the savior of the SEC want with me?" I waited for the preening and arrogance.  
 
    Instead her face flushed and she looked down at her feet. "Oh, please, that name is so stupid and inaccurate. I was there. I did what I could. I’m frankly relieved the unicorn didn’t eat me and that thing from Chaos left with only the jerk." Her face colored as she spoke. 
 
    It took everything I had not to laugh. I’d expected more pride and bragging about what she’d done. Not this embarrassed flush and dismissal of her efforts. I’d seen the news footage, but much of video had been fuzzy and swung about wildly making it hard to follow. Though the unicorn had been memorable. I found the comment about not eating her interesting.  
 
    "That didn’t answer my question," I pointed out, still not sure where this was going.  
 
    This time she flushed even more and pulled on her ponytail, clearly nervous, and I had no idea what to expect by this point. She didn’t follow any of the normal behaviors I’d come to expect from pretty women. I glanced over at her two friends who were just as pretty, each in their own way.  
 
    "This is super rude, and I'm sorry to even ask, but some lawyer wants to meet me. I don't trust him, so I chose some place pubic. My friends refused to let me come alone." She motioned towards her friends. "And I'd really like a table out of the way." She pulled a twenty out of jeans and thrust it at me. "I can pay for the inconvenience, and, I mean, you don't have to say yes, but please?" 
 
    Whatever I had expected, that had not been it. I’d need to reassess this odd woman. "Huh, not all pretty girls are bitches or full of themselves. Come on, Arachena." I grabbed my stuff. I might as well go home. Hopefully the roommate wouldn't be there. "Keep the money. I needed to head home anyhow. Good luck with the meeting." 
 
    I noticed Arachena waving at the woman, but then she snuggled back down into my hood as I headed out. It was petty of me, but I enjoyed the look of confusion on their faces as I left. It also gave me a lot to think about.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    School continued, with my roommate and me reaching a mutual agreement. He ignored me and in return he wouldn't wake up with Arachena on his chest, hissing. It worked for all of us, especially as she thought he smelled like poison. Only thing I could figure was he drank like a fish, but that wasn't my problem. I kept to my schedule, and watched the double merlin. I was curious, but not that invested. I had too much to do and no time to worry about others. I wanted my degree in computer databases with my minor in patterns and psychology. I figured I’d be offered a job with one of the alphabet agencies as an intelligence analyst, and that was what I wanted. I already had my Oracle and Python certifications. Those certifications would fit well with my skills and degree goals, which in turn would let me get a quiet job where no one noticed me and provide me a chance to see what data patterns could reveal. The biggest frustration right now was that they didn’t teach me any specific spells that were Pattern related until my junior year, well, outside the magic they included in the 101 classes. I wanted the specific Pattern magic spells, but they stressed over and over how many people died because they didn’t understand what they were doing. So they wanted to wait. As dying was one aspect of magic I wanted to avoid, I tried to be patient.  
 
    While I knew lots of people crammed to get through their degree and probably their master's as fast as possible, I was in no hurry. The government would pay for it, and in return they'd get my services as recompense. So the idea of killing myself to go immediately to serve in the draft didn't excite me. But then, staying in college any longer than I absolutely had to didn't excite me either.  
 
    Either way, it meant I had more than enough homework to do. Wednesdays were odd in that I had a morning class then nothing until the midafternoon. Studying would be the best use of my time, and I had my computer with me to work on notes. But the library didn't interest me. A covered patio by one of the nearby restaurants sounded good. I ordered appetizers and something hot and sat outside to work.  
 
    The weather was still brisk, but I'd never minded the cold, and the low sixties made it perfect for my hoodie and a hot drink. I sat out there munching away and typing when her voice pulled my attention away.  
 
    "Great, no wonder the patio stinks. Don't you know how to use deodorant? Or maybe it’s how to brush your teeth? Oh, I know what it is. It's your lack of magical talent that stinks."  
 
    I raised my head to see Daniela standing there, glaring at me, a girl on one side of her, and a boy that was obviously trying to get in her pants on the other.  
 
    I looked at her. She didn't even upset me anymore, mostly, just annoyed the daylights out of me. "You're twenty. I'm nineteen. Why are you still acting like we’re in high school? It's a big campus. Go away and leave me alone." I crossed my arms, staring at her. 
 
    She sneered and leaned close enough I could smell the sweet perfume she wore. Jasmine? Maybe some other flower. It amazed me that only her personality was ugly, the rest of her shined with beauty. You’d think there’d be some indication of what lay beneath that exterior.  
 
    "I will never quit. You made my life hell in high school, and I’ll be magic-less before I quit making you pay." Her voice had such venom in it I pulled back, surprised and off balance. What in the world was she talking about? Other than her picking on me, I’d had nothing to do with her. Our friends didn’t even overlap.  
 
    The snarl on her face was the only warning I had as her hand came flashing towards my laptop. Before it impacted, Arachena was there in her way, legs outstretched to her fun size, making her look huge. With her forward mandibles spread, she hissed so loud I flinched back and Daniela screamed and jumped back.  
 
    I blinked, as I’d never seen Arachena so intimidating. Spiders didn’t freak me out, and obviously they didn’t bug Daniela either, but right now Arachena looked like something that was about to take off her face. I couldn’t swear to it, but it even looked like there was poison dripping from her fangs. 
 
    Daniela held her hand to her chest as if it was wounded, but I was sure she’d missed hitting my laptop. It hadn’t moved and I didn’t think that Arachena had done anything but posture. 
 
    "Your creature attacked me. I’ll have charges brought up against you," she hissed. Which was a bit impressive. 
 
    "You know, with the amount of hissing and snarling you’re doing, maybe you should try out for theater. I hear they always need someone to play a wicked witch. You should be a shoo-in for that role. Merlin knows you’re too ugly to ever play Glinda." 
 
    She reacted like I had slapped her, pulling back, her face flushing in anger. It annoyed me that even that made her just prettier. The boy, because why would a man be with someone like her, pulled her into his arms glaring at me and my familiar. 
 
    "You’ll pay for this. Now people will finally see what you are, a monster." She started to weep, crocodile tears I was sure, and her two sycophants lead her away.  
 
    I groaned and looked down at Arachena. "You okay? She didn’t hurt you, did she?" 
 
    Arachena chittered at me. ~No hurt. She soft flesh. Pierce. Drain. Feed for many days.~ 
 
    "Oh don’t tempt me. Wonder what fresh misery she’s going to unleash on me now." 
 
    My familiar didn’t have answer for me, but she pulled her legs back in, going from something large enough to make most monster movie fans run in terror back to her normal softball size. She scurried up my arm and nestled back into the hoodie, though I swore I could just barely hear her muttering about wasting a meal. I dismissed the incident from my mind, working on homework and getting ready for a quiz the next day.  
 
    The next morning I settled into my Magic 101 course. I could follow what the professor said about magic; but I needed to figure out how to leverage that into a good career in intelligence, since my magic was more the ability to see and manage patterns. As I headed out, the professor, Bernard Smythe, waved me over. 
 
    Frowning, I went to him. I knew I wasn’t late with any assignments, and I wasn’t stupid enough to call attention to myself for subpar work either. Invisibility really was my ultimate goal. To get the draft over and live a life where I rarely had to deal with anyone.  
 
    Well that was my current dream anyhow.  
 
    "Yes?" I asked once I got close. 
 
    "Here," he said as he handed me a sealed envelope. "The administration office had this delivered for you." He seemed ultimately disinterested, turning away as soon as I took the envelope. 
 
    I just nodded, slipping it in my pocket as I headed out. It took me a few minutes to get someplace quiet where I thought I could read it in peace. It was a summons from the office for a hearing tomorrow afternoon at three regarding an unprovoked attack on Daniela Morrison. I groaned. 
 
    "I knew she’d make me pay for it." I shoved it into my bag and shook my head. "Get ready to see bureaucracy at work. You can escape if they try to take you?" That was the only thing I ever worried about.  
 
    ~Home you. Escape if needed.~ 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, but I couldn’t see her. Either way I didn’t figure they could catch her if she didn’t want to be caught, but it also gave me something to research. Oh well, it would make a good paper when I had to take magic law. I headed to the library and prepared my arguments for this most recent attack. Some day that wench would pay. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I walked into the room at three minutes before the time. I saw two people in suits standing and talking at one end of the conference room. They both looked like lawyers and I narrowed my eyes—nothing in the note had indicated anything about needing lawyers. Her antics were getting old, quickly. 
 
    They noticed me coming in, both men and older than me, otherwise they came across as privileged white males, though neither were mages. That was a point in my favor.  
 
    "Mr. Wainscot?" the younger one said as the older one took a seat at the end of the table. 
 
    I nodded, watching them. This had all the feeling of an ambush, and that made me even more wary. 
 
    "Excellent. Please come sit." He waved his hand at the table with a smile that looked as fake as a ten-dollar Rolex. 
 
    "Where's Daniela?" I countered. This whole situation had me ready to turn and walk away. 
 
    "Oh, we don't need her for this. We just want to talk about the incident and how to deal with your dangerous familiar." 
 
    "Yes, we do. Per the bylaws of the university, any hearing requires the accused, I believe that is me, to hear the charges from their accuser. There is no room for hearings without her here." 
 
    "I did mention that the rules didn't allow for this. Not all college students are ignorant." The man seated at the table gave me a long gaze, the amount of calculation on his face disturbing. "Mr. Wainscot, would you bring out your familiar?" 
 
    "No. And I believe we are done here." I didn't have a clue as to what was going on, but no way was I letting them even get within an arm's reach of Arachena. 
 
    ~Yes. Treat as prey. Prove power,~ she murmured in my mind, but that sounded like a very bad idea. Arachena never mentioned what her limits were, but I didn't figure there was any good side of letting these men see her. She was mine. 
 
    "Please sit and we'll explain," the young one offered and I narrowed my eyes even more. This whole thing stunk. 
 
    "I don't think so. I'm headed to the administrative offices right now. If you want to accompany me you may, but I'm not doing anything without an official college administrator."  
 
    They fell silent at that, then the older one spoke. "That won't be necessary. We wanted to make sure you understood the seriousness of the charges. But nothing else needs to happen." 
 
    "Well since my accuser isn't here, there aren't any charges. I'm allowed to protect myself, as is my familiar. Since my accuser seems to be absent, I'll take this note to the office of the president and let them know all charges were dropped." I had never moved far into the room and the door stood open behind me.  
 
    "See? I knew he was too stupid to even realize when he is being threatened. Move it, Chunk," Dani muttered from behind me. It took everything I had not to jump and Arachena muttered in my mind about the waste of web that was Daniela. 
 
    I turned and looked at her. "I understand exactly what this is, I just don't care. If you want to bring charges against me, go for it. But be aware all familiars can talk to anyone they want. And it is believed they cannot lie. If I asked Arachena, she would tell her version of the story to any arbitrator." 
 
    Daniela crossed her arms and glared at me. "That thing attacked me!" I sensed the other two men standing and moving more than saw them, but I didn't take my eyes off her. 
 
    I let my eyes slowly scan down her body then back up. "Huh. Everything I've ever seen her attack is dead. You don't seem to be dead, so I say you weren't attacked. I don't see obvious signs of being poisoned, so I doubt she ever touched you." 
 
    "You're saying your familiar could kill people?" one of the men—I still thought they were lawyers—said, his voice outraged. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at him and there must have been something in my expression because his jaw snapped shut. I turned back to Daniela. "Are we done? Because at this point, I'm about to press charges, and I think when I do that, I'll make sure to contact the press and some of the Anti-Purity groups. I am sure they would love a story about the darling daughter of the star Purity Bishop trying to railroad a poor college student." I didn't even try to stop the pleasure I took from seeing her pale at that.  
 
    "I will destroy you one of these days. You are nothing," she snarled and once again I had to wonder at the amount of hatred she had for me when I'd never done anything to her but get better grades. 
 
    "Maybe, but I’m the archmage with a familiar." I gave her a nod and turned and walked out, the sound of her sputtering followed by the lawyers talking to her in harsh tones the best music I’d ever heard. Too bad I had no doubt that it wouldn’t be the last I’d hear of her. The idea that she would go after Arachena made my blood boil. I’d have to work harder to ignore her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Meeting Cori Munroe, aka the savior of the SEC, in the library a week later and watching her shut down Dani's vitriol by promising to accuse her of slander and have her expelled proved to be the highlight of my week. Arachena liked her familiar, the Cath named Carelian, and I actually didn't mind the girl. She seemed unaware of her cuteness though from her stress levels I doubted she had time to care about anything outside of her own problems. 
 
    I sat there for a long time after Cori left trying to figure out exactly what Dani's issue was. Yes, I'd earned better grades than her and beat her out for Valedictorian—though all of that came down to one paper where she didn't pay close enough attention to the requirements and submitted it in the wrong style, MLS vs APA. Again, not my problem, but losing that full letter grade bumped her two points below me senior year. None of it made sense. Other than school, our worlds didn't cross. Yes, my mother knew her mother, but more in the say hi in the store sort of way, not friends. 
 
    I looked at Arachena. "Daniela is becoming an issue. And I dislike having to struggle with outside influences." 
 
    ~Take home. Feed to family.~  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. "While I am not opposed to the idea, killing people is generally thought of poorly on Earth. I'll think of something else. Preferably something that won't get me put in jail." Transferring schools was always an option, just not one I really wanted to deal with. 
 
    Things would work out, they usually did, and for now I needed to make sure I passed the classes I needed to ensure I was able to follow the career path I wanted. And a life where I was left alone. 
 
    The rest of the week I got strange looks from other students and the few friends I'd started to make faded away. It should have upset me, but mostly I didn't have time for this bullshit high school stuff. Running into Cori occasionally and having our familiars talk became one of the brighter spots because she either didn't care what Dani was saying or didn't know. 
 
    I suspected the latter. Cori had enough problems that I doubted she paid any attention to school gossip. Which made me like her even more.  
 
    School tension ratcheted up as finals approached and I had papers to turn in. I made it a point to get all of my work in weeks early so that if there was a serious issue—there never was—I had time to repair or alter my course.  
 
    I’d turned in my History of Magic class paper a week ago. With the final approaching, I just needed to pass and I should have a solid A in the course. While it was a basic course, Cori had taken one at a different time so she wasn’t in my class. It would have been nice to have someone semi-friendly to talk to in class, but at least we could bounce ideas off of each other as the course work was the same.  
 
    "Mr. Wainscot, if you would?" The soft voice of my professor called as I headed out. I pivoted and moved over to him. An older man, hair going silver, a Pattern mage, probably archmage if I had to guess.  
 
    Arachena chittered softly in my hood. Most of the time she hid. People tended to prefer the pretty familiars like Carelian, but I thought my Arachena was incredible.  
 
    "Yes, Professor Listerman?" 
 
    He had a paper in his hand—why we still needed to turn in physical copies for this class I didn't understand, but printing work was easy enough. Not like I didn't keep an electronic copy.  
 
    "You wrote your research paper on the evolution of draft laws in the United States as compared to the United Kingdom?" 
 
    I frowned at that question. "Yes. My paper was titled "US vs UK: The Evolution of the Mage Draft". Why?" A roiling worry started at the back of my mind, but I focused on the teacher. Leaping to conclusions or making assumptions never led you down the correct path.  
 
    "I've received a disturbing report that you plagiarized this from a paper turned in two years ago at a college in Maine." 
 
    The slow wave of anger rose, but I nodded calmly. "No. I did all my research and have the notes from the rough drafts if you wish to see them. I can also answer any question regarding the content of the paper. I thought it would have made an excellent magical law thesis paper, so I kept everything with the idea of leveraging it later on as a full thesis and expanding on the conclusions." 
 
    The man looked at me, brows drawn together and lips pursed. "If you don't mind showing me?" 
 
    "Of course not," I lied through my teeth. While I didn't mind sharing my research, the idea I needed to do this, that anyone would think I plagiarized, had my temper flaring. I spent the next twenty minutes answering questions about my research, my sources, where I'd gotten the idea. It would have been a pleasant conversation at any other time as Listerman asked interesting questions and raised some thoughts about where else I could have gone with the research. If the purpose of the conversation hadn’t been to prove it was my work, not someone else's.  
 
    "Obviously the claims were false, Mr. Wainscot. I apologize. It if helps any, you will receive an A on this paper. It is well thought out and brings to light some issues I haven't seen discussed before." Where earlier he'd been stern and almost frowning, now he smiled at me. 
 
    I wanted to be excited or at least pleased with that information, but the idea I'd been accused ate at me. "Professor, who exactly said I'd plagiarized this paper." 
 
    "I’m sorry but that is confidential." The professor’s smile was icy and a hint of malice glittered in his eyes. "But rest assured that her accusations will not have any weight with me from this point on and I will endeavor to make sure my colleagues feel the same way."  
 
    The use of the single pronoun told me everything I needed to know and I nodded. "Thank you, Professor Listerman. Is there anything else?" 
 
    "No, but I thank you for your patience. I'll see you next class." The man nodded at me and turned back to the podium, the papers being very carefully placed back inside. 
 
    I headed out to my next class, tearing apart the issue that was Daniela. So far, my only saving grace had been she wasn't very clever or subtle. If she had been either of those, I could have found myself in much more trouble. Her family's position both in Purity and their personal wealth and meddling in politics made her dangerous. 
 
    ~Waste of webbing?~ Arachena muttered in my mind though the image was of a barely wrapped insect discarded to rot. 
 
    "Yes," I said, my voice low as I walked. This was becoming disruptive to my life. I didn't like disruptions. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I doubled down on my studies, then ran into a crying Cori in the library. That shook me, but my grandfather had always stressed that a gentleman never leaves a lady in distress. He had a few other words of wisdom that might have seemed to counter that, but either way it provided the incentive for me to sit and listen to her problems. 
 
    After she spilled it out, I leaned back looking at her. On the surface our issues had nothing in common. I mean I had a little bitch trying to ruin my life, she had assassins from another country trying to kill her. But bottom line was we both had bullies. From long experience I knew how bullies acted. I'd been hamstrung by mine being a girl. But I told Cori and I needed to remember myself, bullies never go away by ignoring them. You had to make them stop.  
 
    Easy to say, but I hadn't figured out how to heed it myself. I said I was waiting for the right time, and I was, but maybe I needed to quit waiting for the 'perfect' time and make that chance happen. 
 
    ~Must teach mind talk. Carelian discuss?~ Again images for Cori's familiar rather than a name, well there was a name, but it sounded nothing like what Cori had called him, more a collection of purrs and hisses. 
 
    "I would like that. Maybe this summer?" The offer surprised me as I only thought those of Spirit could learn telepathy. My confusion must have filtered through to my familiar. 
 
    ~Many way learn. You powerful. I chose. I focus. You learn mind talk.~ 
 
    I didn't understand that completely, but I wasn't going to argue. Instead I turned my mind to the problem of one Daniela Morrison. 
 
    Unfortunately, no matter how much I thought and twisted and turned the problem over in my mind, I couldn't come up with a way to deal with her. Most people would have gotten bored or backed down by now. Why was she so determined to make me miserable? There was always the option to transfer schools, but I hated the idea of doing that. I'd figure something out. Running away was not an option.  
 
    Inevitably time moved on and while I kept my eyes and ears open about Cori's little, okay huge, problem, I didn't hear anything new. Monday morning, I headed to Magic 101 class for finals, and I was moving slow. With a last name of Wainscot—and they assured us it would be alphabetical order from A-Z—there was no reason to be there super early, but still I wanted to talk to Cori and watch some of the other experiments.  
 
    Our final was to use a branch we were pale or null in and show what we could do with the least amount of offering required. Pale was what they called our weak branch, while null was the branch we supposedly had no affinity for. It wasn't exactly the case.  
 
    It had been an interesting challenge. As always, the most visible and inspiring displays tended to be the elemental branches, and while I had some affinity for Earth as a pale, it seemed too plebeian to create a final out of. Keeping my mind on what I wanted, I'd taken a look at my null branch, something that with a familiar I should be able to utilize, but Air was difficult to make look flashy or impressive.  
 
    I'd struggled with it, as what can you do with air? Push things around? Fly? With Arachena we'd managed to prove my null still let me do things, but I wanted to come up with something truly impressive for Professor Humbert. After many nights locked in my room, we'd come up with a dramatic display of controlled air. Arachena would spin mini webs—they almost looked like doilies—and I'd grab them and build a dodecahedron. Since the individual aspects were literally cobwebs, the level of precision and control of the Air should impress them. And I could leverage my strong ability in Pattern to make sure everything lined up correctly. 
 
    I headed up the steps, the classroom door right ahead of me. It felt like I was late, and I hated that sensation. 
 
    "You useless piece of flesh. I should have just made sure you couldn't exist in my world after you got that first award instead of me."  
 
    The rage-filled voice of Daniela pulled me out of my reviewing exactly how carefully I'd need to manipulate the area to create my performance art. I looked at her, her face contorted into a snarl, all but spitting at me. 
 
    "What by Merlin’s balls is your problem?" I demanded, my temper flaring as she stepped even closer. Why wouldn't she just leave me alone? 
 
    She had her backpack slung across her back, her hair twisted into lots of tiny braids that would have looked silly if her hair hadn't been so thick, but what I couldn't pull my eyes away from was the look of loathing as she glared at me. 
 
    "You cost me a full letter grade in my History class. I knew you'd cheated on that paper but somehow the teacher bought your pathetic sob story and felt like you did the work. So in my History of Magic Law class he dropped me a grade for false accusations." I had to step back as spittle flew from her mouth.  
 
    "I did do the work, and I proved it. Why would you think I would be so stupid as to plagiarize now? And for a basic course?" I would never understand this woman and my patience had about vaporized.  
 
    "Oh please. You're lazy. Anyone as fat as you is always lazy. And look at your acne. That just proves you're lazy and don't have good hygiene. I'm amazed you don't stink too. Your parents probably couldn't wait to get you to college so you would be out of their basement." 
 
    Rage bubbled up and the desire to see if I could create a new pattern in her body, maybe reroute her spinal nerves to go different places, tempted me. But I was all too aware of the various people passing by, students and professors. That made doing anything much too dangerous. 
 
    "Daniela, did it ever occur to you that if you left me the fuck alone, you wouldn’t have half these problems?" 
 
    "I don’t care," she snarled, leaning in so close I could smell the scent of her shampoo. "One day I’m going to see you suffer the way I suffered." She pulled back, flipped me off, and stormed away. 
 
    I just stood there trying to control my breathing. It didn’t work, so instead I headed through the open door to the classroom and headed up the stadium seats to where Cori and her friend Jo sat. At least going up the stairs fast would cover my desire to kill the spoiled brat.  
 
    They looked at me curiously as I climbed past them. "That woman is going to regret her choices someday. And I can’t wait for the day." 
 
    Jo flashed a brilliant and captivating smile at me. "Sable will join you in making Daniela suffer. She is a piece of work." 
 
    Sable was Jo's girlfriend, and from what I understood at one point she'd had the misfortune of rooming with Daniela.  Sable had my sympathy. 
 
    I growled and dropped into an empty chair behind them. Arachena jumped off me and headed to Carelian, beginning to work him over with her legs. It looked like she was giving him a massage. And from his purrs it must have felt wonderful.  
 
    As Jo, Cori, and I chatted, I watched the teachers. There were three of them. Two men I didn't recognize, and of course Indira Humbert, the teacher for the class. I frowned and was about to ask Jo or Cori if the two men were guest testers or friends of Indira when Jo's phone rang.  
 
    Jo Guzman was Cori's best friend and if you just looked at her, she was stunning, smart, and you got the feeling she didn't know how to not get things done. But while I wanted her as a friend, she didn't do it for me, besides the fact that she had a girlfriend just as impressive as she was. 
 
    Cori snickered at the fart ring tone and Jo headed out of the classroom to answer. I went back to watching the presentations, still wondering about the two men. Jo came running back up the stairs, babbling about her parents and explosions. Before I could ask a single question, Cori had her bag and was running down the stairs towards the doors, Carelian following behind her.  
 
    ~Why fear?~ Arachena asked as I stood up, concerned and flashed to fear mixed with anger when the two men attacked Cori. Everything happened so fast that I stood there way too long, stunned to see anyone attacking someone else with magic. 
 
    ~Ch-ch, flee, attack, choose!~ Arachena scolded in my mind. That provided the jolt I needed to get my butt in gear and I ran.  
 
    In the time that it took me to get down to the bottom of the classroom, Cori had ended up on the other side of the room, which made no sense. I turned back towards her, not sure why, but the rush of students pushed me out of the door and into the hall. People screamed and ran and I got pushed into a corner, where I stayed trying to figure out exactly what was going on. 
 
    Okay I knew what was going on. They were trying to kill Cori and were probably from Japan. That didn’t tell me what I should do, besides escape. This wasn't my fight. Was it? 
 
    Think, how can you help? 
 
    I had no answer to that. My abilities were something I was working on understanding, and while I excelled at my computer classes, using magic was still dicey. Yes, I could move earth to a small extent, but fight two assassins? That didn't seem likely. 
 
    Nope, time to get out—all you'd do is distract her and probably get you both killed. 
 
    ~Choose, Ch-ch.~ Arachena was insistent, hiding in my hood, and I agreed with her. Sitting here was stupid, get out and get away from the crazy. 
 
    I stepped into the hall. The crowd had thinned, though I saw students still coming down from the upper level. There was a crowd at the front door, so I turned, headed towards the side exit. At this point I didn't care if the door had an alarm on it, this qualified as an emergency. 
 
    The building began to shake and the stairs collapsed. I heard people screaming and tried to move faster but stumbled over the moving floor. The world exploded in noise and dust. I huddled, pulling Arachena around and crouching over her as we fell. My head slammed into something and the world went dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    "Wake up! You got me into this, you're going to help me get out," said an all-too-familiar and unwelcome voice as my body shook from the force of her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    "Why you? Of all the blasted people in the world, why you?" I muttered as I opened my eyes, wincing at the pain, and then realized the only light was a bit of red and green flickering from a broken exit sign. I sat up slowly from the hunched position I'd been in, looking at the odd colors the lights made on my familiar. 
 
    "Because the world hates me," Daniela spat as she pulled back. "What happened?" 
 
    I ignored her and checked on Arachena. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "Of course I'm not okay, I'm stuck here with you."  
 
    ~Not hurt. We leave?~ Arachena said, crawling out from where I'd crouched around her. 
 
    "Ugh, if something had to die, why couldn't it be that thing." Danelia’s disgust coated her tones, and only the fact that my head still throbbed prevented me from lashing out and decking her. My hands were scratched and there was a cut on my lip, and I was damn sure I'd have a black eye in a bit, but I didn't seem badly injured. 
 
    I stood, then stopped as I realized the space we were in didn't allow for me to stand straight up, though Daniela could, not that she could move very far. I glanced at her and resisted smirking. Her normally perfect appearance was tattered, there was blood on her shirt—at least that was what I assumed the dark smear was—her braided hair was in disarray with bits of dirt and other things in it, and her pants were torn, revealing dark smudges, most likely abrasions. For once she looked almost normal, if still a bitch. 
 
    "We must be in the basement. I don't remember seeing any classrooms down here, so heating and maintenance. We'll need to find an opening." I turned, my eyes having adjusted to the low lighting and looked around. Besides the crumbled stonework and dust, the remains of what looked like duct work hung from the ceiling, with a tiny crack of light in the far corner. I hunched over to check it out, and sure enough I could see the first few stairs under the mess of debris. 
 
    "Well, how are you getting me out of here?" The amount of arrogance in her voice was slightly mitigated by a touch of fear. That prevented me from losing all control on my temper. 
 
    "I have no way of getting myself out of here, and at this time that is more important than you. However, as I would like to leave this building before three or maybe more mages kill us by collapsing the building even more, working together sounds wise." As much as she seemed to stick her nose into my business, I hadn't paid much attention to her magic sets other than noting she was an Entropy mage. "I know you're a wizard, you have Entropy and what else?" 
 
    There was a long pause, then she muttered, "Water and Fire." She paused again. "But I'm really only good with the Entropy. The elementals are hard and I'm better at Water." 
 
    I wanted to just stare at her. Elementals were the easiest, and Fire tended to be strong for everyone. But again, I didn't care that much. 
 
    "Fine." I closed my eyes and paid attention to my Air magic. I heaved a sigh when I got the answer I needed. "There is still air coming through the cracks, and if I need to pull more in or make it move faster it won't take much. We need to move the debris from the stairs and crawl up them." 
 
    She sniffed and put her arms across her chest. "I'll wait. I'm not some common laborer." 
 
    I gave her a hard look. "You help, or I’ll have Arachena bite you, tell everyone you were panicking and scared her, and let you die in absolute agony." I kept my voice absolutely flat and uncompromising. Arachena for her part had crawled up on some of the debris blocking our way, and lifted her front legs and hissed, looking big and scary in the dark space. 
 
    "I'll see you pay for this," she hissed out, but she moved over and looked at the pile. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure you will," I muttered. I started pulling out smaller stones and bits of concrete, tossing them behind us. While I had Earth, I couldn't do much but shake things and occasionally break off little bits. Not anything near like what we'd just seen. And much of what blocked the path up the stairs was the remains of the building, not pure earth, though there was an odd spike of stone hanging over us and pointing up, jagged and imposing. It had probably caused more damage than the quake itself. 
 
    "Fine, what do you want me to do?" She sounded liked a sulky brat and I had to remind myself that slapping her would only create more problems in the long run. 
 
    I'd been working steadily while she made her decision. I thought Arachena moving across the rubble towards her helped speed up her thoughts. 
 
    "Entropy—you know how to break the bonds?" I asked her as I knelt, looking at the first of the big lumps of cement blocking the stairs. If I had a lever maybe I could have moved it, or if I didn't need to worry about bringing the rest of the building down on me, I might have had the guts to open up the earth and swallow the chunk. As it was, it needed to be moved out of the way.  
 
    "Yes," she admitted, reluctance clear in her voice.  
 
    "Then see if you can use it to break the bonds on some of these bigger cement pieces so I can move them. They are just too big for me to pull out." I wasn't in shape, though magic was helping as I burned energy, but some of these had to weigh a hundred pounds or more. That wasn't anything I could move. Up to fifty pounds probably, but the rest, the rest I couldn't budge. 
 
    "Fine," she mumbled and moved over. I stepped out of the way, and she stared at the block. A wisp of offering from the ends of one braid vaporized and the first block cracked into three pieces. The rest moaned like a living object and I took another step back, but they stayed in place. 
 
    "An inch?" She had grabbed the end of her hair and was staring at it. "That cost me an inch. You'd better make this worth my while, fat boy." 
 
    "I figure getting out of here alive will be worth it." I managed not to sneer. At this rate I should earn awards for keeping my cool. The woman annoyed the magic out of me. 
 
    She didn't respond, just sniffed as I moved back to grab the pieces. We worked quickly. The shaking had stopped and I had no idea what that meant. The fear and uncertainty made me move faster, using my Earth magic to loosen up chunks of debris where I thought it would help.  
 
    Daniela barely spoke to me, but did break up blocks when I asked, though she bemoaned every offering. The amounts of her offerings confused me. An inch was a lot, but then I didn’t have that magic branch so maybe I didn't understand what I was asking her to do.  
 
    Or maybe she sucked with magic as much as she did with interpersonal skills. 
 
    "I can't believe I'm stuck here with you of all people. Why couldn't it be someone that I could forge a connection with or network for future opportunities. No, it has to be the loser that destroyed my senior summer!"  
 
    Her words came just as I was about to get to the last few pieces. Her assistance had been minimal but I'd ignored that as it had helped break down pieces I couldn't. I could hear sirens above and I wanted to be close enough to get out before the people up there triggered anymore insanity. Dying by being crushed was not on my top ten ways to die. 
 
    But at her words I stopped and turned to look at her. Senior year, a few papers, one presentation, and I'd been awarded valedictorian, but I couldn't remember having any more interaction with her than her glaring at me in the hallway or class and one nasty smear campaign that I'd ignored. 
 
    "What the fuck are you talking about?" I snapped at her, taking a break. It looked like one more big one to break down and move and we'd be in the stairwell. And maybe close enough we could yell for help. 
 
    In the flickering green and red light, she glared at me, her beauty turning almost ghoulish as those colors did not compliment her at all. It added to the horror victim stains on her clothes. It was the glare of outrage on her face that turned her into something from the depths of hell that really caught my attention.  
 
    What the hell did I do to make her so mad? 
 
    For the first time I almost cared. I sat down, tired, the adrenaline rush fading, and looked at her. Waiting. 
 
    Her gasp of outrage made me roll my eyes. Prima donna much? 
 
    "Because you cheated." She paused as I growled at her. I didn't cheat, ever. She jutted her chin out. "You cheated and stole my valedictorian award from me. Because of that I didn't get the BMW my father had promised me. Instead I got a Volvo. Do you know how embarrassing that was? I'd told everyone I'd have a BMW to drive around in the summer of my senior year, and I had a Volvo. A four door VOLVO!" She screamed that last part. 
 
    I looked at her and my mind stuttered and stopped for a moment. Because I'd worked my butt off in school and gotten better grades than she did it was my fault? She got a high-end car but not the fancy one she wanted and it was my fault? She'd been dogging me three years after we graduated because she had to drive around in a car that my parents STILL couldn't afford. 
 
    My incredulity went to icy rage, then flat nothing. On the other side of the room Arachena had spread out her legs and crouched down, disappearing in the flickering shadows, her hunting mode.  
 
    "You're right. And I should solve this issue permanently. I promise you'll never have to worry about me again." My voice remained calm, almost conversational as I sat on the stairs, and made my offering. It was so little no one would notice the quarter inch that disappeared from the ends of twenty of my hairs. 
 
    "Oh? How are you going to repay me for the humiliation I suffered driving around in a brown Volvo?" She stood there, arrogant and so proud. The huge piece of cement buried in the spear of earth above her gave way and fell. It must have weighed close to seventy pounds and made a dull thwap as it slammed into her skull.  
 
    I'm pretty sure she was dead before her body hit the ground. I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of blood, dust, and musty earth as I settled down in the stairway.  
 
    Arachena came scuttling over the torn-up room and crawled up my shoulder. ~Webbing waste. Good kill.~ 
 
    "Arachena, wasn't that little tremor awful? It shook loose that chunk of concrete and it hit Daniela. Killed her. It's so horrible. And now we'll have to sit here with her dead body and wait for them to rescue us." My voice never changed inflection as I looked at Arachena. 
 
    I felt her looking at me, the weight of all her eyes heavy, and I hoped she got the message.  
 
    ~Earth shaking dangerous. Buildings fall. Kill people.~ Her voice had a tone of smugness and I fought down a smile. Odds were with something like this lots of people had been hurt. They wouldn't think it odd that she had died. 
 
    If they did? I looked around the area and shrugged. Unless they truthed everyone there would be no reason to even suspect it was technically murder. But no need to give them anything to be suspicious over. It took a bit but I finally worked up some tears and let the trails cut through the dust on my face then wiped them away. Then I curled up, Arachena in my arms, and I waited, my eyes never leaving her dead body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    By the time they found me and got me out, my exhaustion and shellshock were real. I’d had to stare at her body for hours and the changing smells in that dark oddly lit space left me barely functional. When they asked what happened I just muttered, "It fell. Killed her. Blood." That had shocked me. I don’t know why but I hadn’t imagined death to be quite so messy. Or smelly. 
 
    They wrapped me in a silver sheet and got us up to the top. The place was totaled and I saw people wandering around, everyone looking almost as stunned as I felt. I just wanted to sleep. 
 
    I looked around, wondering who else had been hurt or killed. I saw Cori being hugged by Jo as Professor Humbert, who looked like she’d been put through the wringer, spoke with authorities. People were arguing everywhere, but I ignored all that. The few people I could almost call friends were safe. The thorn in my side had been permanently removed. I’d deal with everything else later. 
 
    The EMTs said I was fine, just needed sleep and food and they sent me home. I found out later Daniela had been the only casualty. That worried me as I had expected more people to die and for her to be just one in the crowd. But the story never went anywhere. The university simply said they had received funds to make reparations to everyone and rebuild the building with the assistance of draft mages. 
 
    And that was it.  
 
     I never did throw a party for her death, but I did hear more than a few people raised celebratory drinks. I kept waiting for guilt or something to hit me, but Arachena just waved one leg the one time I mentioned it, in a place where no one else could hear. 
 
    ~Death is past. You live, all good. Hunt now?~ 
 
    I laughed, the first one that had passed my lips in ages and we went hunting. I figured the next few years would be interesting. I had places to go, and things to do. 
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