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Practical Boots


THEY CAME FOR her the moment she stepped into the Waste.


Later she would berate herself for her foolishness. There were reasons to enter the Waste at the same point every time, good reasons, but she should have known that sooner or later, habit would do her wrong.


Later, she could examine her anger at the mistake at her leisure. In the moment, though, she needed to survive.

* * *


Survival defined her, and had for as long as she could remember. Since before the first time she'd been dumped in the Waste beneath the watching gaze of a glittering inhuman court. Then, they had told her they honored her with the opportunity. That she, a half-mortal child, could attain power—could attain legitimacy—by surviving the empty, ruined space between the World and the Torn.


They had left the unspoken part hanging: that children born of both the World and the Torn never did survive this particular honor. That she, like all the others, would die, and leave her father's bloodline to be rebuilt with a woman of the Torn, instead of the World.


Cat had sworn, as the host faded away, that she would survive, and that she would do so with the express purpose of killing the son of a bitch who had fathered her, raised her, and dumped her there.


Driven by that promise, she shaped her first Artifact from the very stuff of the Waste itself. Later, she learned that—in human parlance—the first hit was free. Artifacts, those objects of power so coveted by the people of the Torn, took both power and sacrifice to create. But that was later; the price always came later.


Cat had some ideas about what else it took, but she kept those stuffed down deep in her mind, where 'browsers'—those whose power allowed them to snoop out thoughts—couldn't touch lightly on it, and where their truth couldn't show on her face in an unguarded moment. But those thoughts, like so much else, had come later. Later, where her life always seemed to hang, waiting for her to catch up to it. At the time, she had taken her will to survive and taken the shapelessness of the Waste, and molded them together to build an escape, because nothing could long survive in the shifting space between the World and the Torn. She drew on her need, and on the true threads of ancient stories, and on the bloodline that had, as it turned out, both condemned and saved her.


She fashioned boots from the grey of the Waste, and when she put them on, when she stepped with them, she traveled seven leagues and more.


She traveled into the World, into loudness and brightness and swarms of humanity. Terrified, she stepped back into the Waste and left again at a different angle, desperate to come out elsewhere. Still in the World, but in a place of peace. Meadows, with birdsong and silence and soft wind that ran on forever. There, no distant sound warned her of what she would learn to call cars, or airplanes, or even of the hum of electricity rushing through wires.


The Torn was built of such places, and their peace lied.


Stomach clenched, Cat thought again of the loud place, and stepped backward into it. Vehicles screamed by, kicking up dust and water and making violent wind of their own as voices rose in anger, as flaring red lights washed her vision away, as the scent of machines and too many people assailed her. She reeled, buffeted by the speed and sound of the World her mother had come from, and thought at least she would die here, and not in the Waste.


Someone seized her nape, hauled her backward, pulled her out of traffic. Knocked her on her ass, too, doing it, and stood above her, shouting in panic that rang with worry and relief. Shouting with the kind of care reserved, in the Torn, for the rare children of the Torn, when they had mis-stepped and endangered themselves. An angry care, one born from frightened love.


Not since her very young childhood had anyone shouted at that like Cat, and here, in the first seconds of being in the World, a stranger cared enough to shout at her like her life mattered.


Sitting on the sidewalk with puddles soaking through her trousers and rain dragging hair into her eyes, with all the sound and chaos and mess and mass of humanity around her, sitting in the World mortals had built as the Torn stretched farther and farther away, Cat Sharp looked at her feet and thought: ah. They are practical boots.


The mortal who had pulled her out of traffic rode away on a bicycle through the rain, shaking her head and still swearing at the stupidity of people. Cat, sodden, had risen, pushed wet hair out of her eyes, and, commanding the boots not to step, went into the World to build a place for herself.


It hadn't, in the end, been all that hard. There were couriers, in the Torn. Messengers, servants, underlings whose job involved running information from one place to another. The World had a use for such people as well, and more, the World paid their couriers. Paid handsomely, even, for discretion and speed.


Cat could provide both, with her practical boots.


Most jobs didn't require them. Most jobs involved a bicycle and a reckless abandonment of self-preservation. But once in a while, someone came to her with an item, or a question, or a promise, and for the right price, she delivered those things through the one space that no mortal could follow. Through the Waste.


Through the one place, as it turned out, that her father could find her, if she used the same entrance point time and time and time again.

* * *


Her first instinct, naturally, was to run. One didn't fashion seven-league boots out of the ether if one's base instinct as a living creature was to fight. Cat drew a picture in her mind, hardly more than a sketch of lights and shadows that meant home to her, and stepped.


Except she didn't step. The Waste held her like tacky glue, not quite stopping her, but certainly slowing her down enough that somebody could punch her in the face while she got used to the idea of the power deserting her.


Being punched in the face, though, clarified a few things. Mostly that if flight wasn't going to work, she had better get down to the hard task of fighting. Just like everything else, the why of it not working could be figured out later.


Good news was, there weren't very many of them. Nobody from the Torn wanted to spend time in the Waste if they could help it, so the task force sent to fetch her was made up of a mere half-dozen people, one of whom had just punched her in the face, making them the obvious first target.


Bad news was, she only had one hand to fight with. She hadn't planned to be in the Waste for more than a few seconds; hadn't planned for her delivery to take more than a few minutes. Putting her courier's backpack on, under those circumstances, hadn't seemed worth the effort.


That had been then, though. This was later, when the price always came due. 


She couldn't put the pack down. Things put down in the Waste tended to disappear forever. Cat didn't know what she was carrying, but she did know the money waiting for her on the other end was very, very good, and it would be a real shame to explain it had gotten lost. Plus it would wreak havoc on her courier rating.


So she grabbed her opponent's shirt with one fist, pulled her close, and slammed her knee up into her crotch. The woman paled, shock slowing her enough that Cat had time to seize the back of her neck and bring her face down on Cat's rising knee. Bone crunched and blood squirted as Cat shoved her unresisting assailant backward and forgot about her for a while.


Two of the remaining five looked surprised, as if they hadn't expected any resistance. They clearly hadn't been briefed, or hadn't believed the briefing.


Cat felt quite strongly that anybody who hadn't believed the briefing on her deserved what was coming to them. But they weren't the real problem. There were two others, farther back in the grey nothingness of the Waste, who were obviously not there to collect her. They were there to protect the sixth and final member of the team, who stood as far away from the fight as he could, an expression of quiet intensity sharpening his pretty features. Power washed off him, distorting the grey as magic responded to his will. Something glimmered in the grey, soap-bubble-like, and in a heartbeat, Cat understood.


He was obviously an Artificer, like herself. But his Artifact was a privacy bubble, or something of that nature. Something designed to keep things both in and out. That skill would be considered of great value in the Torn, where ‘browsers’ could casually pluck your thoughts out of your mind, or hear a whisper spoken a thousand feet away. Here, in the Waste, its use was in keeping her in. As long as he maintained the bubble, Cat wasn't going anywhere.


Out of curiosity, she pulled the gun from the back of her waistband and shot it at the rippling wall.


The steel-cased bullet slammed through the Artificer's magic, tearing a hole in it as surely as it would tear a hole in flesh. The Artificer's raw scream would have softened Cat's heart toward him, under different circumstances. Iron disrupting magic was never easy, even if she'd spent years adapting to it. This Artificer hadn't, and—watching him collapse, clutching his head and wailing—Cat reckoned he'd be weeks, if not months, in the recovering.


His two bodyguards went through a complicated series of twitches while they decided which was more important: comforting the Artificer, or punishing Cat for her misdeeds. They finally split the difference, one dropping to her knees beside the Artificer and the other running full-bore down on Cat.


Of the two who had been closer to Cat in the first place, one lunged at her with the same intensity the bodyguard was coming at her with. The other one, obviously much, much smarter, backed the hell off, his hands raised and his face pale, even in the weird lightless grey of the Waste.


"You," Cat said to him, with an approving nod as she finally slung her backpack over her shoulders. "You, I like. In so far as I like anything about this situation, I like you. Brains of the outfit, what hey? Right. See, this is what you're avoiding."


His partner reached her right about then, attacking bare-handed, which, all things considered, was a little insulting. Cat stepped under his roundhouse punch, catching his arm on the way past, dragged it a direction it wasn't meant to go, and slammed the butt of her pistol into his temple.


It would have dropped him anyway, but Cat carried steel weaponry for a reason. Blood and bruising bloomed instantly where the butt had struck him, but more alarming was the black ooze that appeared, as if corruption had slipped from the gun straight into his skin.


Which wasn't far from the truth, really. He'd be fine, if he got back to the Torn quickly enough, but iron alloys didn't play well with Torn physiology. Cold iron—which sounded sexy and cool, but really only meant iron that hadn't been worked with another metal—was even harder on the Torn.


Those like Cat, half of the Torn and half of the World, could use magic and iron, without suffering—exactly—for either.


The other Artificer's bodyguard acquired a modicum of wisdom and pulled up, suddenly cautious about Cat's weaponry.


That was all the time she needed. She stepped.


And came out in the wrong place entirely.

* * *


She knew the man waiting for her. Of course she did. He'd fathered her, although claiming he'd raised her stretched the term beyond its legal limits. He looked as he always had: angular of face, with thick red hair swept back in braids; tall and surprisingly broad of shoulder for his kind, and dressed so immaculately that lint would never dream of forming in his pockets.


He had a speech planned. Cat recognized it in his stance, in the curl of his lip, in the disapproving look down his aquiline nose, and in the way he drew breath like once he began speaking, he would never stop.


She was quite, quite sure that he hadn't intended to begin the lecture with a recoil as his slim-fingered hand rose to his chest in legitimate distress. "What are you wearing?"


Cat glanced down at herself, as if her clothes might have changed in the Waste. They hadn't: she still wore her shit-stomping practical boots that laced up to the knees, the hip-riding leather pants, and the black leather coat that managed a motorcycle jacket vibe while also being long enough to cover her butt.


She thought of the rest of her clothes as accessories. Her shirts varied in cut from day to day, ranging from belly-baring crop-top to 'at least I remembered to put a bra on'. Today was one of the latter. She usually wore heavy-duty biker gloves that saved her wrists a lot of aching when she did courier runs. She still held her gun, and carried other weapons in various places, including the boots. And there was the black leather backpack, of course, carrying its time-sensitive cargo. She didn't know what it was, but she did know that the faster she delivered it, the bigger her bonus would be. That was the only reason to go through the Waste in the first place.


Which meant her father was cutting into her bottom line. Before she could come up with an answer to his self-evident question, he added, "And what have you done to your hair," which sent a satisfied thrill of glee through Cat's gut. Her father's vanity about his hair, the one trait that marked Cat most obviously his as child, was legendary. Hers was as thick as his, and as darkly red, and if he'd loved anything about her, it had been her hair.


"I cut it," she said, almost happily. "With a knife." That was true, as far as it went. She'd also gotten one of those pairs of weirdly-toothed hairdresser scissors that thinned hair by only cutting some of it, and applied it savagely to the blunt, half-shaved cut she'd given herself.


Her father actually blanched, which was about the best reunion Cat could have imagined. "Nice catching up. See you around." She turned away, virtually certain her magic wouldn't come when called.


At least she wasn't disappointed. Whatever pocket of the Torn he'd brought her to, for the moment, he reigned supreme in it. Her name, spoken in his thin, icy tones, raised the hairs on her arms. Cat made sure to fix an unimpressed sneer on her face as she looked back at him.


"What you carry is rightfully mine."


Cat glanced at the strap of her backpack, as if she could see the package through it. "That seems profoundly unlikely."


"And yet. Give it to me, and I will release you."


"That also sounds profoundly unlikely." One heartbeat. Two. She couldn't stand it. "What am I carrying?"


Irritation flashed over her father's narrow features. As if they had any other resting state. Bitchy Elf Face. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning at the thought. The denizens of the Torn came in all kinds of fantastic shapes, sizes, and races, and those of her father's particular heritage did not think of themselves as elfin. Not the way humans thought of them, anyway. They would tolerate aelfen, a word that involved vowels like the Welsh had invented it, as if the extra letters made the same sound superior, but in the modern World's vernacular, Cat didn't have a better word for that half of her heritage. They were tall, thin, immortal, and had pointed ears that she, thankfully, had not inherited. 'Elves' would do, as a name. While she amused herself with that, her father came to a decision that clearly didn't lighten his ill humor any.


"You carry a child."


"I what?" For an instant the phrasing came up all wrong in her mind. Cat was absolutely, definitely not carrying a child. For one thing, she took drugs to keep that from happening, and for another, she was on her damn period right now, which didn't mean she wasn't pregnant, but was a sign in the right direction, and besides, it was at least her second period since she'd last had sex and—


—and that wasn't what he meant. At all. Cat shifted her backpack off one shoulder so she could actually see the carrying compartment, and sort of shook it at her father. "You mean there's an embryo in this thing? No wonder they're paying good money for fast transportation. Anyway, it's obviously not yours."


"But it is, and if you will give it to me, you will receive both the payment you expect and my promise that I will never again cross paths with you."


The promise of that promise slid through Cat's chest like a blade of light. Along it lay a path of freedom, of never looking over her shoulder again, of never second-guessing her journeys through the Waste. It stung with its brightness, almost blinding her, and tasted so sweet that she moved a step forward without meaning to. Only a step: the boots couldn't yet take her from this corner of the Torn.


Only a step, which jolted her back into herself, reminded her that even blades of light had cutting edges. Her throat seemed to taste of the raw flavor of blood, like she'd been screaming, when she spoke. "Are you the person who paid me to make this journey?"


Anger sizzled through her father's eyes. "No. But I will pay the fee for taking it, none-the-less."


"Nope." The word rasped. "Nope. Sorry. No can do. Somebody else offered me a contract for this delivery. I'm not giving it up for you. I'm not giving anything else up for you." She had to leave. That was her exit line: quippy, cutting, confident. She had to leave now.


"Besides," she heard herself say, "what would you want with it anyway?"


"It is mine!" Thunder crept into her father's voice, the anger of a man who hated both explaining himself, and being denied.


That anger let Cat take a step back, re-centering herself. Not a retreat. Just familiar ground. "Look, Pops, unless you've jacked off all the way across the Torn into a human fertility clinic, I don't see ho—ooooh, wow. Oh wow, what have you done." Her stomach roiled and she stepped back again, pulling the strap of her pack over her shoulder again. "What did you do?"


He would never explain himself. He never had, not even to those above him in the court, and certainly not to his recalcitrant, unmanageable daughter. But he didn't need to. The rage in his face, the thin wavering line between disgust and self-satisfaction, told her enough. Not everything, but enough.


He had managed it, somehow. Had succeeded in having his seed carried across the Waste and embedded in some unsuspecting, non-consenting human woman's egg. The child she'd been hoping for was his power play, and he would stop at nothing to acquire it.


And Cat knew why. Or suspected it, at least. For all the reasons she kept stuffed down deep inside her where she tried not to even think about them, so no one else could come across their probable truth. Few enough of the Torn-born could travel the Waste. Fewer still could be dropped in it, defenseless, and survive. And almost no one became an Artificer, trying.


But as far as Cat could tell, those who did were like her. Half of the World, half of the Torn. She had been the first Torn-born, half-human child in decades, maybe centuries; those from the Torn who could travel to the World rarely brought their human lovers back. Children were left behind, forgotten, and born with a power their deadbeat parents never knew about. 


Most of those children, Cat suspected, never knew about their power themselves. It didn't take the Waste to trigger it, but it did take either intense need or the knowledge that it could be awakened. World-born Artificers lived a long time and sought each other out, teaching the skill to those whose bloodlines ran strong with the blood of the Torn, although those were fewer and fewer each generation, even in the World, where so many more people lived than in the Torn.


In the Torn itself, Artificers were beings of almost-legendary status, only half-believed in, like fairy tales within fairy tales. Cat didn't know where her father had found the one who had almost trapped her, but she suspected he'd come from the World, bribed or bargained into a Faustian trap.


Either way, whether the other Artificer was World-born or Torn, the fact that he was trying to get another child of half-human blood meant Cat's father suspected Cat's heritage may have had something to do with her survival.


"No." She barely recognized her own voice. "No. Absolutely not. You can't have this—" Sibling. She was carrying her own half-sibling in a frozen container on her back. She knew what kind of father they shared. "It'd be better off dead than with you raising it."


"Believe me," her father purred, "I intend to shower every honor and every luxury on the coming child. On my beloved heir. It will adore me."


"Heir? A legitimate heir? After me? How are you even going to—did you get married?" Cat's voice broke. "Who would be stupid enough to marry you? And how do you expect to—" She cut off her own questions. In the World, it would take doctors and hormones and she didn't know what all, to implant an embryo. In the Torn, it would no doubt take the same things, but the healers there had magic instead of science. Given an unethical-enough healer, a woman could probably be impregnated with somebody else's embryo without her ever even knowing it. And children were sufficiently rare in the Torn that even if she had suspicions, she probably wouldn't voice them.


And Cat's father would never marry somebody smart enough to question it anyway. If he married someone smart, he might struggle to control her, particularly if she had a child to protect. Well, maybe. Her own mother had apparently genuinely fallen for him, but she hadn't stayed, either. Either way, he was a master of manipulation. The only reason Cat had escaped relatively unscathed was his absolute lack of interest in her, but she'd seen how he'd treated everyone else. 


"You may congratulate me," he said with his thin smile. "The Margravine Yylana Alara has recently become my wife, and I her husband."


"Yylana?" Cat's eyebrows drew down far enough to make her head ache. She remembered the margravine, in the vague way that children remembered adults who had very little to do with their lives. Yylana had been very, very pretty to Cat's half-human way of appreciating beauty, but she'd been considered unfashionable by the court. Her features and figure were too round, and she had, in fact, been dumb as a stump. Cat thought there'd been something lacking about her skill with magic, too, as if she'd been a hedge witch or something else crass, a shifter with only one other shape to command. Even in the Torn, where magic was as common as breathing, there were still powers that were too common.


The Yylana that Cat remembered would have been overawed and thrilled by attention from the Woodlands Lord of the court, and would never, ever have imagined she was being used as a pawn. Cat doubted she would even be able to recognize when the overtures of friendship from those who wanted to curry favor with Woodlands Lord were false.


Cat didn't almost feel sorry for Yylana. She absolutely felt sorry for her.


And she was absolutely not getting any more involved than that.


"Congratulations." The word, offered stiffly, still somehow pleased her father, which was nice, because the next ones wouldn't. "I'm still not giving you this package."


"We're in a warded pocket of the Torn," her father murmured. "Your Artifact cannot carry you from this place. How do you propose to stop me from taking it?"


She still had the backpack in one hand, and her gun in the other. She put the muzzle of the weapon against the carrying compartment of the pack and slid her finger to the trigger, all without taking her gaze from her father's face.


Genuine shock tightened his features. "You wouldn't."


"Oh, I definitely would."


"You would destroy a child? Your own sibling? Before giving it up to its rightful parent?"


"Absofuckinglutely. There's only one reason I can think of you'd want a half-Torn child and there is no way, no way at all, that I'm letting that happen. Hopefully the poor woman who's waiting for this has other eggs, but even if she doesn't, I guarantee she doesn't want this kid to grow up yours. Don't," she said, her voice sharpening with warning as her father's muscles tensed. "Don't. You can't knock the gun out of my hand faster than I can pull the trigger, Dad. And we both know if you could physically control me with magic you would have a long, long time ago, so don't imagine you can magic up a way out of this. You're going to let me go, and we're going to pretend this never happened."


Spots of scarlet shone in his cheeks, and cords stood out in his throat. Cat tested the bubble they were in. He couldn't hold them there forever, but he might be able to hold them long enough to make the embryo not-viable anymore. She had no idea, really. It wasn't like she'd ever paid attention to how things like that worked.


"I will never let that child go," her father said after a long, long time. "I will cross the Waste and search the World and leave a sickly changeling in its place so I might bring it home to the Torn. Is it not better for the mother to lose it now, before it's real to her, than as a living creature she's come to love?"


"Nope. Not gonna happen." Cat's finger ached on the trigger. She didn't want to pull it. She really didn't want to give the embryo to her father. She searched for a memory, one that barely existed, and pulled it together into words of warning. "I swear on the blood of my birth, Dad. On the blood of my line, and on the blood of my loins, that this kid will never be yours."


She'd shocked him before, but a quietude came over him now. Shock could carry disbelief; that was gone now. No one swore oaths like that outside of stories, because oaths like that held power. The only sound was that of her own heartbeat, her own breathing, and the creak of muscles that could be heard in utter silence. Her father, she thought, had stopped breathing. Stopped everything, while he took in the weight of her promise, turning it, examining it, seeing if there were any gaps he might slither through.


"You do not wish to end its existence," he said finally.


"I'd rather not, but I will if I have to."


His eyes glittered. "And you will give up your own to protect it."


"My own existence?" Cat's gut clenched. "Yeah, I guess so. But I'll leave behind a hex, old man. One so powerful you'll never get the kid anyway." She didn't know if she could. She knew she would have to.


"I propose an alternative."


Cat's eyebrows shot up. Her father's thin smile touched his lips but not his eyes. "Swear your fealty to me, and I will leave the child to its mundane, Worldly life."


The air rushed from Cat's lungs, leaving her speechless. Her father's smile sharpened. "Do this, child of mine, or I will swear to you that by the blood of my birth, the blood of my line, and the blood of my blade, that I will fight you for this unborn infant every moment of your life, every hour of its life, every day of the endless summer and every month of the eternal winter, every year of—"


"Yes." The word tore like ice shards in her throat. "Yes. So long as you do not in any way interfere, approach, or interact with this child, for the duration of my life or its, I swear my fealty to you. My powers are yours to command and my skills are at your service. My liege lord."


"So much, for someone who doesn't even exist yet," he breathed. "Why?"


"Because what kind of asshole would I be if I let this kid deal with all your shit when I could prevent it?" She might as well have spoken another language. "Because I'm a better freaking person than you are, Dad, that's why. Because I can't let you spend its whole life making it miserable. Because whatever you want from it, I can probably already do and I'm not a child being raised to do whatever you want out of adoration. That kid—potential kid—is an innocent. I'm an adult who's making the choice." A lousy choice, sure, but from her father's expression, Cat didn't think he'd manipulated her into it. She'd made plenty of vows before, all of which ended in his messy death, and he had no particular reason to disbelieve those ones. 


She still meant those older vows, too. It would just take a little longer. And in the meantime, the baby in the frozen box she was carrying would have a chance at a much more normal life than she'd had. "Do you accept my terms?"


He tilted his head slowly, still staring at her, then spoke clearly. "On my word, I will not interfere with the child you carry with you now, and on the strength of that pledge, accept your oath of fealty for the length of your life or its. Now." His will flexed and the walls of the Torn bubble thinned a little. "I have work for you."


Cat lifted her eyebrows and the backpack simultaneously. "Not until I've delivered this."


"A vow of fealty supersedes any human commitments you may have, daughter."


"You swore not to interfere with the child I'm carrying. Hauling me back to the Torn to do some bullshit Artificer job before I've brought it where it's supposed to be is absolutely interfering."


Fury slashed her father's face. The walls surrounding them came down, and Cat finally stepped.

* * *


The World seemed very loud and terrible when Cat returned to it, and if she hadn't had somewhere to be, she would have flopped down in the midst of it all and reveled in it. The Torn was pastorally quiet; the Waste, oppressively so. The World's noise and smell and vibrancy were so much better. Especially in Los Angeles, where she'd stepped to: the huge dome of blue sky had recently been washed by rain, and mountains were visible far beyond the reach of busy streets filled with hurrying people and so very many cars.


She'd left New York's grey skies spitting a pathetic attempt at snow less than twenty minutes ago, according to the chunky watch on her wrist. Her father's machinations hadn't delayed her much, in the scope of five hours being the usual shortest transit time between the coasts. Her phone's map app oriented her and she jogged the half block to her destination, showed her ID at the security-laden door, and was sent up to a posh, nice-smelling clinic about thirty-eight floors above the ground.


The equally posh, nice-smelling white lady behind the front desk looked like she wanted to call security as Cat stomped in, all leather, bad hair, and boots. She relaxed very slightly as Cat said, "Cat Sharp Courier Service," briskly. "Got a delivery for one Grace Law, care of you guys."


"Oh." The woman's eyes widened. "I'm sorry. We didn't expect you until tomorrow. Wasn't that delivery just put in a couple of hours ago? From New York?"


"Yep."


Her eyes widened further. "How'd you get here so fast?"


Cat put the package on the reception desk, leaned in, and, when the woman leaned in to hear, murmured, "Magic."


The woman laughed and sat back, equally disappointed and satisfied. "I wish I had that kind of magic. Honestly, Ms. Law is going to be thrilled. She obviously intended to complete her treatment in New York, but—well, you know how things change. The moment was suddenly right—" She broke off, eyebrows drawing down, and pulled herself together. "I'm sorry. I'm sure you're not interested."


"I'm fascinated," Cat promised, quite honestly, but what the receptionist really meant was that she shouldn't be telling the courier about Ms. Law's personal details. "Is she here? Someone's supposed to pay for this. Someone's supposed to pay a lot for this."


The receptionist's eyebrows drew down farther yet, threatening her Botox. "She is. She was very sure you would deliver within the hour, although I don't understand—one moment, Ms. Sharp." She rang a bell, waited, then rose and said, "If you'll follow me this way?"


"Sure. Should I take this?" Cat indicated the little freezer unit.


"No, that will be taken to the lab. Thank you." The receptionist led her into a private waiting area that was better-appointed than any apartment Cat had ever rented. A slender Asian woman in a sleeveless top that showed off terrific biceps was curled on a couch with a fat novel, half-finished, in her hands. She lifted one finger from against the book's back cover as Cat came in, indicating her awareness of Cat's presence and signaling her intention to keep reading.


Cat breathed, "'kay," and slipped past a bed made up to match the couch to get a glass of water. Not from a cooler, oh no. From the kitchenette at the window end of the waiting-room-slash-apartment-slash-she-didn't-know-what-to-call-it. From up here the Los Angeles sky seemed to be a cooler shade blue, more disdainful, as if the warmth had been leeched away. The bed lay opposite the couch, with a coffee table between them. A dining table was tucked discreetly into the side of the kitchenette, and a door led to what she assumed was a private bathroom. She doubted all fertility clinics provided this kind of service, but Ms. Law could obviously afford the best.


She had, after all, hired Cat.


"Sorry," Grace Law said as Cat finished drinking her water. When she turned back, the woman was putting her book on a coffee table between the bed and the couch, and smiling apologetically. "I was almost at the end of the chapter. I'd heard you were the fastest courier in the country, but I did think I'd have time to finish the book before you got here. Thank you for taking this job. My whole life doesn't exactly revolve around this moment, but…"


Cat's eyebrows lifted. "But your whole life revolves around this moment?"


Law's smile went from apologetic to brightly confessional. "Kind of, yeah. The stars aligned, you know? Except I really can't get back to New York right now, so…again, thank you."


"You paid for the fastest service," Cat said with a shrug. "I'm just doing my job. But can I ask you something?"


"If it's whether you earned the bonus, the answer is yes." Law picked up a designer purse and extracted a checkbook, of all things. Cat had never personally owned one, although she'd cashed a handful of checks in her life. "To whom shall I make it out?"


"Cat Sharp Courier Services, or CSCS, or Cat Sharp, or…" Cat did a lot of work through a courier service, but the right people had learned that she could courier almost anything at inexplicable speed. Jobs like this one came straight to her, through a grapevine that had taken years to grow.


Law laughed. "I get it." She wrote out a check with a satisfying number of zeros, tore it out of the book, and handed it over. "What did you want to ask?"


"You're, uh, you're doing this…on your own?" Cat gestured, as if the motion could encompass the entire lack of a male presence in the room.


"Ah. Yeah, I am. Is it something you're considering?"


It absolutely was not. Not in that or any other lifetime. Cat felt like a big 'nope!' sign lit up over her head, and was surprised Grace couldn't see it as Cat said, "I've been thinking about it, yeah."


The other woman's eyes softened. "I'm glad to offer any advice you want. I finally decided I wanted a child more than I wanted to find the perfect guy to have one with. I'd have done it when I was your age, if I'd had the nerve."


Grace looked like a Hollywood thirty-five to fifty; her skin was plump, her jawline smooth, and her hands unveined. But time didn't move the same in the Torn as it did in the World, and while most people placed Cat in her twenties…well, growing up had taken a long time, on the far side of the Waste.


Which wasn't exactly something she could say, so she only nodded. "How did you…this is rude, or weird, to ask, and obviously you don't have to answer, but how did you decide on a sperm donor?"


Law's gaze sparkled suddenly. "Honestly, it was fun. Kind of scary, but also in a way it seemed so much easier than having to live with somebody and their real imperfections, you know? I'd be lying if I didn't say I was looking for hot, smart, and healthy. And tall," she added ruefully. "I'm not very tall."


"Did you get to choose things like hair color? I mean, like, tell them you only wanted to look at redheads or something?"


Law's nose wrinkled. "I'm not much of one for redheads, but I could have, if I'd wanted to. No offense!"


Cat managed a smile around the knot of worry tightening in her stomach. "None taken. So you didn't meet the guys, or anything, or…" She didn't know how to ask if Grace had checked a box for 'elfin, immortal, ambitious, and dangerous' on the fertility clinic biography page.


"Oh, no," Grace said. "It's all clinical. Literally. In the end I decided I wanted someone from my ethnic group, somebody with a college degree, physically fit, who liked dogs." She laughed. "That sounds silly, doesn't it."


"There are much worse things to go by than whether somebody likes dogs," Cat said. She didn't, particularly. There were no dogs in the Torn, or much in the way of cuddly pets at all. Pets there tended to be…capricious, and coming to the World hadn't entirely erased her suspicion of them. She wouldn't go so far as to say she was afraid of them, but only because she had her pride. Still, she recognized that was about her, not about dogs. "I don't know, I guess I'd be afraid…I mean, I'm sure it doesn't happen, but I guess I'm afraid that the numbers would get messed up or something and I'd end up with some random dude's kid."


"It does happen," Grace said with a kind of fascinated horror. "A few years back there was a doctor who turned out to be the biological father of a bunch of IVF kids whose mothers had been his patients. But I guess it's a risk you have to take. People are never who we expect them to be anyway, are they?" she said more softly. "We always have an idea of who our kids—or parents, or friends—are going to be, and I don't think anybody ever turns out to be what our idea of them is, not really. I think maybe part of being a good parent is being willing to find out who they actually are, instead."


"Wow. I wish you were my parent." Cat bit her tongue on the honesty behind that, then smiled again. "Thanks for letting me take up so much of your time. I'll let you get back to your book."


Grace put her hand over Cat's, smiling. "Good luck with whatever you decide, Ms. Sharp."


Embarrassed pleasure shot through Cat. "Thanks. Good luck to you, too." She rose and went to the door, then hesitated there, looking back. "Ms. Law?"


"Mmhmm?" The woman looked up from the book she was picking up.


Cat passed her hand over her wrist, covering the clunky, sports-style black watch she wore. A twist of power reshaped it to something sturdy but pretty, with knobbly bits and rattling things inside. She took it off, then returned to Grace, nerves making her hands tremble as she offered her the newly-shaped baby rattle. She had told her father an Artifact couldn't be changed, once made, and that was true. But the former watch's purpose hadn't changed, only its appearance; magic appreciated a finely-split hair. "I know this must seem like a really strange thing to say, but I'd like you to take this. As a gift for the baby. And…if you're ever in trouble, if you press the studs counter-clockwise from the top left, and then all four of them together…I'll come right away. I'll be there to help you."


Confused amusement touched Grace Law's smile, although she took the rattle to admire it. "This is beautiful, but I don't see how I could possibly accept it. It's obviously expensive, and I'm a total stranger to you."


"It's not exactly expensive. I made it out of parts I had available," Cat said honestly. "I have more at home, and I'd really like you to have this one. For the baby," she repeated.


Grace hesitated, brushing her thumb over the rattle curve. "I shouldn't take it. But…it's the first baby gift anybody's ever thought—or known—to give me." She looked up, her eyes bright. "Thank you, Ms. Sharp. I'll treasure it."


A chime rang in Cat's ears, pure tone that she was certain only she could hear, and relief loosened a tightness around her heart. "You're welcome. Take care, Ms. Law."


She left the waiting room, the office, and the building, then stepped back to New York in time to deposit the check before her bank closed.

* * *


Her own apartment looked like a little slice of Hell, compared to the fertility clinic's waiting room. Cat stood in the doorway of the grungy living room, looking around at the badly painted walls where, in places, painted-over newspaper repaired holes. She'd reclaimed most of the furniture from sidewalks, using her ability to step to get to it before other people could, and saving herself the trouble of trying to fit it up narrow stairwells or around tight corners. The kitchenware came from thrift stores and the rarely-used electronics, from repair or pawn shops. She had chosen, and decorated, the apartment during her first weeks in the World, when she had virtually no money and even less sense of who she was, or what she could do on this side of the Torn.


And she had loved it.


She still did. It was the first space that had ever truly been her own. Everything else she'd ever had was handed down, usually grudgingly, from her father: her room, her clothes, her education; everything had been his, or chosen by him. When she'd gotten more money, back then, she'd spent it first on a courier bike, then on clothes, garbing herself in fashions as far away from those of the Torn as possible. It hadn't taken long to settle on a style and a wardrobe she'd liked, and since then, upgrading hadn't really occurred to her.


She could afford better; she'd been able to for ages now. But it struck her that maybe she stayed in this little grey hole because she was still trying to hide from her damn father. Since he'd found her now, and extracted an oath that meant she was at his beck and call, maybe hiding out in a hovel wasn't quite as necessary as before.


Not, if she thought about it objectively, that it had ever really been necessary. He hadn't exactly been looking for her. But a lifetime of trying to avoid his attention carried weight that she wasn't easily able to shed.


Weight that her younger sibling would never have to carry.


Cat sank into the sprung, thin-cushioned corner of the couch and put her face in her hands exactly in time for her phone to buzz in her coat's inner pocket. Her father probably wouldn't be texting her, although the idea made her mouth twist in sour amusement. 


Nope. Not her dad. A message from a courier friend, saying they'd scored a week's worth of Ethiopian food from the back door of the local restaurant, and that if Cat got there fast enough half of it was hers.


She didn't step; that was too fast, too obvious, and—until a few hours ago—too dangerous. She'd spent years being incredibly cautious about traveling through the Waste, for fear of drawing her father's attention. Well, that wasn't a problem now, so there was no point in using her powers so sparingly.


Except in cases where arriving too soon would raise suspicion, which, in most cases, was all the time. There were friends who did know she wasn’t entirely human, but the texter—Diana—wasn't one of them. Still, it only took a few minutes on the bike and a couple of traffic scares to skid down the alley of plenty, where a petite, pale-skinned blonde hunched over cartons and bags of food like a gargoyle protecting its lair.


Cat groaned as she approached. "That smells so good. Thanks for thinking of me."


"I owed you after that delivery last month. You coulda taken the bonus and you didn't." Diana had great hair, even when it had been mashed under a helmet all day, makeup that didn't run no matter how much she sweated, and fake fingernails that changed to match the color of her clothes. Cat could not imagine putting in the time and effort to maintain her look, but it was a great look.


"Not your fault you got sideswiped. I'd be a real dick if I'd taken it."


"See." Diana pointed at her, then got busy packing food into Cat's panniers. "This is why I like it when women come on the crew. Dudes, you can't trust dudes, man. But ladies generally got my back."


Cat pulled one of the cartons open and nabbed a bite of injera with spinach gomen, then rolled her eyes and made appreciative sounds as she ate it. "We're more than even. This is amazing."


"Great." Diana smiled and packed up her own panniers with boxes of food. "Tell Kallie hi next time you see her."


"Oh, I get it. This was an elaborate ruse to get me to pass along greetings to somebody you could totally ask out yourself."


"Yes. You caught me." The blonde cycled off and, once she was gone, Cat stepped back to her apartment, from whence she texted Kallie and Rick about the piles of Ethiopian food waiting for them.


Rick's on a job, Kallie texted a minute later. Don't eat it all before I get there.


I will absolutely eat it all if you don't get here fast enough.


'Bitch', surrounded by hearts, came back a moment later. Cat laughed and had the food laid out on a coffee table made of milk crates and raw plywood before Kallie arrived on the doorstep, sweaty and looking hungry. "Who'd you screw to get this spread?" 


"I screwed no one," Cat said in a superior tone. "Diana called me about it because she wants to screw you."


Kallie threw her helmet onto a pile of dirty laundry, then threw herself into the slightly-less-threadbare-than-the-couch armchair on the coffee table's far side. She was pretty in ways Cat could only dream of, with close-cropped tight black curls, a heart-shaped face, and curves that sixty miles of cycling a day could only hone and improve, not whittle away. She never wore a coat, always wore bangles up and down her forearms, and usually wore foundation with gold in it. Her dark skin all but glowed against the armchair's cream brocade. "Methinks you doth protest too much, Cat. She coulda called me if she was trying to bribe me with food. I think she's into you. What happened to your watch?"


Cat glanced at her wrist as Kallie leaned forward to grab some injera and started to scoop food up with it. "I gave it away. And if Di's into me, why'd she ask me to say hi to you?"


"Subterfuge," Kallie said around a mouthful. "So you'll be off-guard when she asks you out. Oh my god, this is delicious. Who'd you give it to?"


"I would definitely be off-guard." Cat sank back in the couch with a pile of food and worked on making it disappear before saying, "Somebody who needed it."


Kallie pointed at her, rattling her bangles and deliberately shaking her wrist to emphasize the loosely-fitted, sparkling watch in their midst. "You've given exactly three people one of those watches in the last seven years, and now just some random person who needed it? That's bullshit."


"Dad found me." Cat almost choked on the words, having not intended to say them. There were very few people she would say them to—the three people she'd given watches to, specifically—and even so, she hadn't meant to. But Kallie had been there since the beginning.


Kallie had been the one to pull Cat out of traffic, the day she'd first landed in the World.


They hadn't met again until weeks later, of course. Months, probably. The time blurred. But one wet afternoon they'd run into each other on a street corner and Kallie had blurted, "You're that nut job I pulled out of traffic!"


Cat had cut her hair by then, and changed her wardrobe entirely, and wouldn't have expected anyone to recognize her. Wouldn't have expected anyone to remember her, regardless; no one did, in the Torn. Not in a good way, at least. But Kallie had sounded delighted. "I'd been worried about you, in those weird thin clothes and all that rain and the sense God gave a goose. Nice wardrobe upgrade, anyway, much better than that flimsy thing you were wearing, although it would have looked fabulous on me," which was true. "Swear to God, though, I've had nightmares about that. I don't even know where you came from," she'd said, clearly baffled. "One second you weren't there and the next you were in the middle of goddamn traffic."


"You wouldn't believe it if I told you," Cat had said then, and she'd been right. Kallie hadn't, when she eventually did tell her. But it wasn't that hard to make a believer out of somebody when she could step away, into the Waste, and back again, or shape an Artifact out of the stuff of the World. It hadn't taken all that much. And it had taken everything, of course. It had taken everything Cat had, to trust somebody in the World that much.


It had been worth it, though. Having a friend who really knew who she was and who liked her anyway, without expecting anything from her, had been worth it. After a while, Cat had found another, and then a third person she thought she could trust that much.


And right now, the first of that trio sat up straight, brown eyes gone wide, as Cat tried to sink even deeper into the couch. "Holy fuck, Cat. Why? Are you okay? What happened?"


"I'm…I mean, yes? I'm okay? Like I'm not dead or injured? He used another Artificer to catch me in the Waste, and he…well, he wanted my courier package. He wanted what I was carrying."


"Which was…?" Kallie set her food aside, a worried frown marring the gold-glittered skin between her eyebrows. "What were you couriering, Cat?"


Cat sighed. "A baby."


"A b—" Kallie slammed her mouth shut on the word, staring at Cat for what felt like forever before she spoke again, her voice very, very careful. "Whose baby?"


"His. My half-sibling."


Kallie's voice sharpened. "He told you that? You can't trust him, Cat."


"You're right, but he also can't lie. Not to a direct question."


"Did you give it to him?" Dread filled Kallie's tone.


"No. Of course not." Cat closed her eyes, not wanting to see Kallie's expression as she said the next thing. "I swore an oath of fealty to him instead."


"Cat!"


Cat waited a minute, hoping Kallie would get her expression under control, then opened her eyes.


Kallie's expression was most definitely not under control. Horror, worry, disbelief, fear, and other things, more difficult to define, were stamped on her mutable human features. Cat had a much better poker face, when she needed it; being easy to read would have gotten her killed in the Torn, powerful father or no. Or maybe she'd only had one expression to present in the Torn: permanently pissed off. Forever wearing a Bitchy Cat Face, the same way her dad wore Bitchy Elf Face, was as effective as being actually unreadable.


"But Cat," Kallie said, this time in a whisper, and asked the one thing Cat had been trying not to think about. "Cat, what about your mom?"

* * *


The people of the Torn had very good memories. Excellent for remembering slights that had happened decades, centuries, or even eons ago; excellent for nursing those insults and injuries, and plotting slow, exacting revenge. Good for planning one's own rise; good for bringing forth a bit of destructive gossip from ages past; good for many, many things.


Difficult, though, for a small girl, half of the Torn, when her mother returned to the World without her.


She couldn't have been more than three or four; young enough that had she been fully of the World, she might not have remembered her mother at all, and at best, would have held a handful of hazy recollections.


Not so for a child of the Torn. Cat remembered so much of those early years, of her laughing, lively mother, whose vibrancy and quick-burning humanity made her seem vastly more alive than those around her. When she left—when she disappeared—Cat's own personal world had become darker and much, much more confusing. 


Her mother had left, according to her father. Simply left, without saying goodbye or wanting to bring Cat with her. Cat had known, even then, that her father didn't—couldn't—lie, but many years passed before she realized not lying didn't mean he told the whole truth.


Lilibeth Rose, daughter of the World, had whispered stories of the World to Cat, and promised they would someday go there together. That broken promise had become the foundation of Cat's life. Not that she had turned against her absent mother, or been brought closer to her cool, remote father after Lilibeth's disappearance, but it had left an empty certainty that the only person she could rely on was herself. And for all of that, she hadn't been wrong, but neither, exactly, was she right.


It was someone else's slip of the tongue that hinted at what had really happened. Banished, someone said, a word that ghosted by the edge of Cat's hearing. A word that had no meaning, at the time. Sent away, someone else said, and do you remember how she screamed, before he put the sleep upon her. Phrases that meant nothing when they were spoken, but gradually put together a picture very unlike the one her father had painted for her. It had been, in the language of fairy tales, long and long and long again before Cat had understood.


Lilibeth Rose had not left her daughter behind, nor left the Torn at all, not willingly. She had been ejected by her lover, by Cat's father, and it had taken both might and magic to send her from her daughter's side. It was true that she hadn't said goodbye, or wanted to bring Cat with her, but it was true because her father had taken great pains to make sure she couldn't say goodbye or want, in the moment, to bring her daughter with her.


It was known, in her father's part of the Torn, in the woodlands that he ruled over, that Lilibeth had been banished; it was also known that to suggest such a thing to the abandoned daughter would make an enemy of the father. No one cared about, or feared, earning Cat's enmity. And indeed, no one needed to, save the one person who would never lower himself to have such concerns.


Abandoning her to the Waste had been the greatest good her father had ever done for her. It had offered Cat a chance to find her mother again, and she seized on that with both hands.


But her mother's World was not the same one Cat had found her way to. Time separated them, and perhaps distance. That was why she mapped the Waste, using her gifts sparingly in hopes of avoiding her father's notice, but trying to learn all she could in the moments she dared the in-between place. She'd charted leagues of pathways, learning to move reliably between some places. Knowing those paths allowed her to step off them and explore other locations, hoping she would find what she was looking for.


But she'd gotten careless. She'd gotten caught. And she had probably lost her mother forever, because of it. Her father would be able to trace her journeys through the Waste, now. He'd know if she stepped somewhere out of time; every trip she took through the Waste left contrails, faint paths that could be followed. Cat was certain that was how he'd bloody well caught her in the first place, by finding the paths that shone more brightly because she used them too much, like the one between New York and Los Angeles. It would be much, much easier for him to follow them now. If she somehow found her way across the space that separated her from her mother, he would know, and he would not be forgiving. He certainly hadn't banished Lilibeth just to allow Cat to find her again.


And there wasn't a single goddamn thing Cat could think to do about it.

* * *


"I've been looking for her for seven years now," Cat finally said. She didn't want to hear her own voice, but some things had to be said. "I've looked and looked, and I can't find my way to her. She might be too far away, Kal." She met Kallie’s gaze, finding empathetic sorrow in her friend’s eyes. "It's always changing, you know that, right? The Waste? It's always getting bigger. It might be that I missed her exit by one step, because the Waste changed under my feet while I walked. I don't know. And I don't want to give up."


Kallie held a horrid silence for a little too long, then prompted, "But?"


Cat shrugged roughly. "But I know where this kid is. And I know if I put myself between Dad and them, then at least somebody will be safe from him. I think…" She faltered and her shoulders drooped. "I think Mom would rather I protected an innocent kid than found her again. If it had to be one or the other. I think…I think that's what she would want."


Kallie sat back with an explosive scowl. "Well, yeah, I guess so, because unless you were a real asshole, that's what anybody would want. And from what you've said, your mom doesn't sound like she was an asshole."


A faint smile twisted Cat's mouth. "I could be wrong. It's not like I was an adult who could see her and her faults clearly when she left. But no, I don't think she was. And I don't want to be. I mean, my dad is an asshole, Kal. He's demonstrably the kind of person who would kidnap a freaking embryo and—"


"He kidnapped you, too," Kallie said in a soft voice. 


Cat's heart clenched, lungs tightening until they seemed empty of air. She stared toward the human woman, her vision blurring as blood rushed in her ears and her face heated. Kallie's expression, so challenging a moment ago, was shockingly gentle now. "He did, Cat. Maybe not in a way we think of as a traditional kidnapping, but the truth is he stole you for himself."


"He…I…don't think of it that way."


"I know. But you're pretty much a picture-perfect changeling story, Cat. The human child taken from the mother to grow up a powerful figure in Fairyland?"


"I'm not human." Cat's vision wouldn't clear, and her voice sounded wrong. Too thin, almost remote, like it belonged to someone else. 


"Not entirely, no, but you're also splitting hairs and you know it. Listen to me, Cat." Words rushed from Kallie like she'd been holding them in for a long, long time. "I don't know what he expected of you, or what he thought your mother might stop him from making you. A powerful asshole, probably. You think he didn't expect you to survive the Waste—"


"Practically nobody does."


"—but I think he must have believed you would. I'm sure he didn't expect you to bolt for the World instead of going back home to the Torn, though, so whatever he thought he was making of you, he failed. Instead of getting a pawn, he got a queen. You can literally move in any direction, Cat. I get that you've sworn an oath to him, but don't let him trick you into thinking you're trapped, okay?"


"Pretty sure I am." Cat could finally focus again, but moved her attention from Kallie's impassioned gaze to the pile of food on the table between them. After a long few minutes of looking at it, wondering if she wanted to eat and knowing she didn’t, she said, "Okay," much more quietly. She glanced up to find Kallie still watching her with concern. "Okay. I'll try to remember that."


"Good woman. Now get another one of your watches before you finish dinner. I don't want you out there without one and I don't know how your jackass dad will summon you, so no risk-taking, or else."


"What are you, my mother?" Cat rose to do as Kallie said, though, mostly because it gave her an excuse to move. It wasn't exactly running away, but it was better than sitting still with the thoughts Kallie had injected into her mind. The way Kallie interpreted Cat's life, the perception that she had been kidnapped, just as her half-sibling almost had been…hurt. She didn't want to deal with it. Not now. Ideally not ever.


And the other thought, the suggestion that she might be a queen, not a pawn, was maybe even more frightening, or upsetting, or—something. Cat wasn't even sure what word to use for it. She wanted to dismiss the whole idea.


She could have dismissed it, if it hadn't been so apt. A queen, able to move in any direction.


Able to step in and out of the Waste at will.


It didn't seem likely to help get her out of her father's clutches, not with the oath she'd sworn, but the thought itself was goddamn uncomfortable, and felt like one she needed to wrangle with for a while. Like it might help her see something she'd never been able to.


Like she'd been the person keeping herself from seeing it, all along.


Cat pushed the thought aside as best she could and dug her box of Artifacts out from beneath a battered end table. Or perhaps it was her Artifact box, as it both held them and was one in and of itself. To Cat's eyes it was simple, silver filigree on the exterior and deep violet velvet on the inside, and not technically large enough to hold everything that could be put inside it.


Kallie, though, watched with the same slightly befuddled expression she always had when Cat got something from the box. It turned out an Artifact box, made of and holding magic, was hard for humans to see, even if they knew it was there. A furrow appeared between Kallie's eyebrows, like she was trying to hold the silver square in her vision as Cat pushed a couple of trinkets aside and withdrew a chunky sports watch. She closed the box and Kallie rubbed her forehead. "I know it's there. Why can't I see it?"


"Because it's meant to hide things, Kal. It wouldn't do much good if you could just see it, would it?"


"But I can see my watch!" They'd had this conversation about seventy times, and it annoyed Kallie every time. 


This time, though, Cat thought she was going through its motions in order to give Cat some more time to bring her emotions back in balance, and if Kallie was making the effort to normalize things, Cat would play along. "The box is meant to hide Artifacts. Your watch is one of the Artifacts it would hide, if I hadn't given it to you. And its whole point is to allow you to call me. It wouldn't work if you couldn't see it."


"I guess." Kallie scowled at the bangly watch on her wrist, and finished up the entire ritualized set of complaints with, "But I still don't get why you don't make yourself something pretty."


"You do get it. You just like pretty things, so you want me to wear them. But everything in the Torn is pretty. I like chonk."


"I wish—" Those ill-advised words were always at the surface when they talked about the Torn, but they'd never slipped free after the first time Kallie had spoken them. Surprise, dismay, and finally anger cascaded across her features as she bit the rest of them back. "Sorry. I don't know—sorry."


"It's okay." It hadn't been, the first time she'd said them, and Cat was surprised to discover it was, this time. "I'd take you there for a visit if I could. If I thought it was safe."


"I know." Kallie's anger deepened, tension drawing lines across her forehead. "I'm sorry, Cat. You told me never to say that again."


"You didn't," Cat said, almost as gently as Kallie'd spoken to her earlier. "You stopped. And a wish half-spoken isn't made at all."


"I'm not sure that's how wishes work, Cat."


"I am." Cat sat down, strapped the watch on, and went back to eating injera. Kallie joined her after a hesitant moment, obviously still concerned about her slip, but she gradually relaxed, and after a while said, "Fuckin' Rick, Cat!"


Cat grinned into a bite of dinner. "What'd he do now?"


"You know that girl he's been seeing? Trina? He ghosted her."


Cat stopped with another scoop of food halfway to her mouth. "Really? I thought he really liked her. She seemed cool."


"'She seemed cool', from the coolest courier in town. High accolades, Cat, high accolades."


Cat snorted. She wasn't cool. She just dressed like she could kick your ass. Which, to be fair, she could. Kallie, clearly following her line of thought, grinned before saying, "But yeah, she does, and yeah, he did. She texted me a couple days ago to see if I knew where he was. She hasn't heard from him in days."


"You have, though, right? He's on that long haul, isn't he?" Most courier jobs involved getting something across the city as fast as humanly possible. Some wanted to get things farther, faster than that; those were the people who paid Cat for the skill set she never explained. But sometimes there were long jobs that involved shuttling back and forth between states or countries, essentially running errands for people who wanted the anonymity of cheap flights and strangers not obviously on their payroll. Even Cat had done some of those, spending an afternoon in Rome or a weekend in Seville on somebody else's travel dime. Rick called himself a dogsbody and lived for the long hauls, seeing the world one random location at a time.


"He texted me yesterday, yeah. I read him the riot act about Trina, but he didn't even send a guilty gif in response. I dunno if he doesn't like her as much as I thought or if he just found a spectacularly hot babe in…wherever he is right now. Singapore, I think."


"Aw, poor Trina. I hope he's just pulling that girl-in-every-port bullshit that he likes to pretend he's got going on. He'll probably come back all full of sweet talk and apologies."A chill crawled up the back of Cat's neck and rushed over her, raising hairs on her arms. She ran her hands over her arms, trying to warm herself up, and wondered if she was more worried about Rick than she knew.


Kallie tossed her curls. "I hope she kicks him to the curb if he does."


"This is why you should go out with Diana," Cat concluded. "She figures you can't count on dudes either."


"You don't."


"Babe, I don't count on anybody but myself." Cat said it with a superior sniff, but knew it wasn't far off the truth, either. Most of her life, she hadn't. Even now, the idea that she could count on Kallie, on Rick, on one or two others, was strange enough that she couldn't sit comfortably with it. Another chill rolled over her, like someone was putting a cold hand on her nape and pulling the hairs there.


The third time it happened, she rubbed her own hand over her nape, shivering, then, like a slowly-dropping penny, realized somebody was pulling at her. "Fuck."


"Mmf?" Kallie looked up from stuffing the last bites of dinner into her mouth. "Waff wog?"


"I gotta go." Cat stood up, suddenly stiff with nerves. "Dad's calling me."


"He can do that?" Kallie swallowed hard to ask the question with an empty mouth and winced in discomfort at the bulge of half-chewed food straining down her esophagus. "Cat, are you okay? Is this okay? Are you cool?"


"I'm cool." Cat didn't believe it, but then, unlike her father, she could lie if it suited her. She didn't, usually. The fact that her entire life in the World up until seven years ago was fictional carried enough complications without adding to them by lying about other things. But she could, and in this case…


…well, call it a half-truth. 'Cool' stretched the matter, but she'd gotten herself into the situation with her eyes open, and that was close enough to count. "Water my plants if I'm gone too long, aight?"


"You don't have any plants, bitch."


Cat grinned, shrugged, and stepped.

* * *


She hadn't seen the manor she grew up in for seven of the World's years. Only the stars knew how long it had been in the Torn; the stars, and perhaps some reprobate fiend whose entire joy came from counting the passage of meaningless seasons beneath the Torn's thin sun. Cat stepped to the manor's complex, garden-ridden front walkways, not because she didn't dare her father's office, but because she wanted to see if anything had changed in her absence.


It hadn't. She saw that in a breath, in a glance.


What had changed in those seven years was Cat herself.


The organic, living, breathing tangle of the manor looked alien to her. The way it grew, rather than having been built; the lines that curved and bulged and sank where nature dictated, rather than running smoothly as humankind would have them shaped; the colors that changed with the seasons and the shapes that altered with the growth and loss of leaves: they were all she had known for the bulk of her years, and she had forgotten, all the way into the depths of her, how beautiful it was.


The closest humanity came to such structures was through decay and the creep of new growth. Ivy, softening the edges of straight, strong walls, or branches pulling arches toward the earth; that was the World's equivalent of her father's Torn manor, and they were not, in truth, alike at all. Cat walked slowly along the path, following its twists with half a mind and half a memory; they could change without warning, but tended to settle back into shapes they knew, and her father would want her to find the manor's entryway sooner rather than later.


Stone-like shards of rounded glass shone beneath her feet, always shifting; here lay a spate of something not unlike emerald; there ran a river of ruby, building images that teased from the corner of the eye, and faded when looked at directly. A swath of yellow garnet could be a castle, if seen sideways; the blue of aquamarine could be its moat, and no one was to say whether whole lives were lived out in those half-seen worlds. The hedges and grassways bordering the paths were not lovely, and could curl into darkness and danger without notice, but at the same time they often showed the promise of beauty, like bare stark winter branches could carry a hint of spring. 


It was never entirely possible to tell where the paths ended and the manor began; the hedges grew thicker, angrier, more impassable, and littered by windows that gleamed darkly from within as they rose in their artless coils to make walls that changed with the light. There were no flowers; the only rose her father had ever liked was Lilibeth.


Cat walked along the wall until it parted in doors made of living oak, and entered a building less raw in its interior than outside, but no more welcoming. The inside of her father's manor mimicked humanity's structures more than its exterior did; the floors were smooth, often enrobed with rugs, and the furniture did not threaten the way the hedges did. But neither were they entirely still, bereft of life, the way mortals built things to be; even the chairs and tables that could be moved had a kind of pulse to them, and the decorations that sat in alcoves and high on walls had the sense of things trapped rather than images captured.


No one welcomed her. No one ever had. There were no signs of Yylana Alara, no hint that a wife had come into the Woodland lord's halls and made herself at home there. Cat climbed a set of undulating steps, following them where they wished to lead her; she could stay on them all day, fighting to reach her destination, if she did not choose the track they wanted her on. As it was, it took only a minute or two to reach the inner chamber where her father was most often found.


It could have been a friendly place, had another master ruled it. With her father in charge, it felt like the heart of an ancient, hollow tree, full of darkness and shadows that parted here and there to allow windows that could not, in any human way, access the light of the outside world. It was lit by torches that dared not singe the heavy, curving sides of the room, nor carry soot to the higher reaches of the hollow. A desk of bending wood reached around one side of the room; her father rose from behind it, an aelfen faerie lord of obvious power.


This was the heart of his domain, his place of singular strength; here, very few could stand against him, and that, only at the risk of their own life. Cat had absolutely no interest in challenging him here, but she'd learned that the hard way, a long time ago. He wore robes of sable and green, made of fabrics woven by delicate, inhuman hands; they would keep neither heat nor cold nor wind nor water at bay, but they looked glorious, and the people of the Torn had other ways to fend off the weather. Around his temples lay a crown of thin black oak, holding his thick wash of red hair back from his sharp-featured face, and for a moment, his expression as he looked at Cat was almost pleased.


And in that moment, she could almost see why her mother had left the World to come here with him. He couldn't glamour Cat, but he didn't need to; here, in the Torn, in the heart of his power, he was beautiful. More beautiful than he had been in the Waste, and, if he was not more beautiful yet in the World, then the comparison of his strangely compelling features to that of most humans made him seem all the more desirable anyway.


Then his gaze rose on her hair and such irritation flooded his face as to enormously improve Cat's day. "You will have to comport yourself with greater dignity in my halls."


"I really don't plan on hanging around on my off time."


"A vassal has no 'off time'."


"You need me to make Artifacts for you," Cat said with a patience she didn't feel. "No one can make them constantly, and there's no reason at all for me to stay here when I'm not working. Or even when I am, largely. You can put in your order, I'll go make it, and deliver it back to you."


"I will watch you," he said with sudden spite. "Lest you betray me with your workings."


"With all due respect, I don't think you could tell if I did it right under your nose. What do you need me to make, anyway?"


"An item of deception." Her father's voice was cagey, somehow, and Cat squinted uncertainly, then grinned.


"You mean like those elaborate food pranks where you think you're having a burger but you take a bite of it and it's really cake?"


Her father's expression went rigid and Cat choked on a laugh, then gave up and let it out, ending with a cackle of delight. "You're gonna have to be a lot more specific. You know that. Artifacts have to have purpose. They have to be shaped to do something specific. 'An item of deception' won't cut it."


Cords stood out in his throat. "I require an item that will permit me to lie, Leandra."


A cool rush ran through Cat. She hadn't heard that name in years, and never from anyone she liked. Her mother had called her Cat; that was, more or less, what 'Leandra' meant. She'd chosen to be Cat, in the World; hearing her other name felt like a slap.


But even more shocking than her name, was the request. She stood there, almost swaying with it, and simply stared at her father for a long time. Long enough that anger began to creep in thin lines across his face, making him more the man she remembered, and less beautiful than before. Still she stared, in part because her mind ran ahead of itself with all the wretched things he could do with such an Artifact, but more because of its absolute fucking difficulty. 


Artifacts could, in theory, do nearly anything. Seven-league boots to walk the earth, or glass slippers to charm a prince; spinning wheels to change straw to gold, or to lay a sleep on the unfortunate who touched the spindle. Other things, too, not out of fairy tales, although she found Artifacts easiest to shape when they held something in common with an element from the old stories. Whatever form they might take, though, they challenged and changed the reality around them, to be sure; that was the purpose of an Artifact. But they didn't change the people who used them, and this…


"I can probably do it," she said before his anger burst. "I can probably do it, but it's not going to be bloody fast or easy and it's not going to—" She broke off, looking for the words. "It'll work," she said after a moment. "But it won't work for long. Because if you want it to work permanently, I'd have to…" She went silent, staring at him again, and this time, although the anger remained in the angles of his face, he had the air of one who was willing to wait. "I'd have to make you mortal," she finally said. "I'd have to bind your blood to the blood of the World. I don't even know if that's possible."


"What," he said in controlled, icy tones, "do you think you are, but my blood bound to the World?"


Cat threw her hands in the air and spun in exasperation, striding across the room to plant her hands against a window sill, her head lowered and her body vibrating with agitation. "Dude, you have—"


"'Dude'?"


"Dude," she repeated, at volume, and turned back to her father. "I am your child. Maybe, just possibly, because your blood flows in my veins, as does that of the World, I might be able to shape an Artifact that'll allow you to tell lies. But it won't last. It would have to—" Her mind ran ahead of itself, trying to see the ins and outs of a challenge like that. "It would have to activate the commonality between us. It would have to—maybe a pin-prick, to send a drop of my blood into your veins. You wouldn't shrivel and die of it. Probably. But it would burn up within you, your body defending itself against the World's mortality. Five minutes, maybe? I could do that. Probably. But I can't make something that will just let you tell lies all the time."


He stepped back and leaned against his desk, perhaps the most casual stance she'd ever seen her father take. Leaned, and studied her, and in time, said, "Five minutes?"


Interesting, she thought. Interesting that that he focused on that, and not the possibility that he might shrivel and die of her iron-laden blood. "Give or take," she said. "I can't know for sure because I don't know how your immune system will react, but…I'd guess about five minutes."


"Very well. Begin."


Cat closed her eyes, exasperated again. "I'm going to need to go to the Waste. I'm going to need to go to the World. What you're asking…I don't think I can do it with just the stuff of the Torn. I'm sure I can't."


"You are wearing a great deal of the World right now. It will do."


"Dad, I'm wearing mostly leather and steel. Do you really want me to shape something that will burn you at a touch into your Artifact?"


Something glittered in his gaze, and she knew that at some point soon, he would want her to make an Artifact that rendered him immune to iron. Or to try, at least. She genuinely didn't think she could do that, but there was no value in saying so now. "Use the leather," he said, and she sighed.


"Leather will rot. If you want something that lasts, the materials have to last."


"Artifacts don't fade."


"Most Torn-made Artifacts are built from pure Waste. They're just pure shaped magic, and will survive as long as the Artificer does. But you're asking for something that bridges two worlds. Nothing of the Torn would permit you to lie, and the Waste is closer to the Torn than it is to the World. Trust me. If you want this to work, I need a permanent object from the World."


"Make the object," he said in a low, dangerous voice. "Add the thing of the World to it later."


"You really have no idea how Artifacts work, do you?" A brief, betraying expression darkened her father's face and a bolt of clarity shot through Cat. "Shit, you really don't. They're not like this manor, Dad. You can't add bits to them as you see fit. They're singular, all or nothing. I don't even know what would happen if you tried to piecemeal an Artifact together, but I'm absolutely certain it wouldn't do what you wanted or meant it to."


Something shone in his gaze again, and a sick certainty rose in Cat's stomach. "You've tried, haven't you? Or you've had people try. You…" Pieces fell into place faster than she could speak, and left her speechless. After long moments she managed, "That's why you were trying for another child. You thought the problem was not knowing how to put the pieces together. You thought that because I know how to do it, another kid like me would. But that's not how Artifacts work. It's not how they work at all. How many people have you gotten killed, trying it like that?"


"Few enough, and none of import."


"I bet they were important to someone." Cat turned away, went back to the window and stared bleakly at its impossible view. The tangled gardens looked entirely different from here, almost like an image, one that she couldn't quite bring into focus. Maybe she'd been wrong. Maybe it wasn't her heritage that let her make Artifacts. Maybe it was just the ability to envision and create what she wanted all in one effort. Or maybe it was both. "What else do you want? What other Artifacts do you dream of having?"


"One to change my appearance."


A low whistle escaped her. "So you want to be able to lie while hiding your face. Nothing good can possibly come of that."


"Perhaps not for you, but that is hardly your concern."


"You know, some of us occasionally consider the consequences of our actions."


Her father's voice sounded like a smile made of knives. "Fortunately, as my vassal, you need, and indeed must not, choose your actions based on what you imagine the consequences are, as you know very clearly the consequences of failing to."


"That's considerably less reassuring than you might imagine." He wasn't wrong, though. Cat had chosen the World years ago, and the Torn had never had much time for her. What her father did with his new Artifacts didn't—or shouldn't—make much difference to her, as long as it only affected the Torn.


Except, of course, it did matter. “What do you want them for?”


Her father’s eyes glimmered. “There are instabilities in the Torn’s power structure that I wish to take advantage of. You need not know more.”


“Probably not, but I’m curious.” The words fell out of Cat’s mouth like toads, disconnected from the direction her thoughts took. She made herself keep talking so if her father could browse her mind, he’d be distracted by the importance of what she said, rather than the all-consuming realization that struck her. "I can make an Artifact of disguise now. It shouldn't need any other elements besides the Waste and my will."


"And why is that one so simple, when the other is so difficult?"


"Because almost nobody from the Torn with even a modicum of power even needs an Artifact for a glamour. That's a magic basic enough that we can wear it all the way into the World. But it also shines, doesn't it?" Cat finally turned back to her father. Her father, who needed an Artificer now, so he could take advantage of an unstable power structure.


Assuming her half-sibling would even be able to manipulate the Waste and build Artifacts, they wouldn’t grow into that power for decades yet. Lives were long in the Torn, but moments of political instability were fleeting. If he needed Artifacts now, then he had never intended to wait for her half-sibling to grow up. 


He’d played her. The son of a bitch had played her, and she’d fallen for it hook, line, and sinker. She’d voluntarily offered her oath, and stuck herself with years of service to him. It took everything she had to keep her voice lightly pointed, only highlighting her reasons for believing he wanted a disguise instead of honing the words to furious daggers. "We can see glamours, if we think to look for them. Maybe we can't see through them, but we can see them. You want something nobody else can see, or you wouldn't be asking an Artificer."


His eyes narrowed. "You may be more clever than I've given you credit for."


Sarcasm was almost as good as the angry snarls she wanted to throw at him. "How flattering. Are you coming with me to the Waste, or can I just pop over, make your Artifact, and come back?"


"I doubt I could trust you with that."


"First, I swore an oath that somebody else's life depends on, so you obviously can. Second, I don't think you'd be able to recognize it if I booby-trapped an Artifact until it was too late, so you're gonna have to trust me anyway. Third, I want this done and over with as soon as it can be, so it behooves me to not fuck around. And fourth, it's not like you can't call me back anyw—"


A scream like a fire alarm set her blood ablaze, and she was ripped from the Torn without further warning.

* * *


The Torn stretched and snapped around her, loosening its grip, the Waste clawed at her like a grasping corpse, and the World rushed by in screaming color, sky and earth and sound buffeting her as if a tornado had snatched her up and carried her to Oz. It lasted a horrifically long time, squeezing her limbs, twisting her body, rolling her up, all like it was trying to wring water from a dry rag. She landed hard somewhere dark, and for the first couple of breaths was only grateful that every cell in her body was no longer trying to vomit itself inside out.


The third breath she spent on a luxurious, "Ow…," and the fourth she choked on because a familiar voice said, "Cat?" out of the darkness, in a near panic.


"Rick?" Cat unclenched her eyes, which did less to alleviate the darkness than she'd hoped. "…Rick? What the…?"


"I didn't know what to do." Rick's voice remained small and frightened. "I used the watch."


"Ooh. Ooooh. Ooh." She felt like she was communicating, if only with herself. Ooh: oh, that's what that was. Ooooh: oh, that's what that feels like?! Ooh: oh, shit, he used the watch. "Okay. Okay." She sat up. Her throat felt like she'd barfed glass. "Are you okay?"


"Yes? No? I don't know? Are you?"


"Yeah." She swallowed, trying to soothe her throat. "Nobody's ever actually used one of the watches before. It felt a lot worse than I thought it was gonna. Maybe because I…" Maybe because she'd been in the Torn, but if anybody was listening, they didn't need to hear that. Cat felt at the small of her back, making certain her gun was still there. "How long did it take me to get here?"


"Since I used the watch? About ten seconds."


Cat, under her breath, said, "Pretty good response time," then, aloud, said, "How long have you been here, where is here, and how did you get here?"


"I don't know, Casablanca if we're still where I was last, and…I'm in trouble, Cat." Rick's voice got even smaller. "I don't know what went wrong."


"Casabl…well, hell, Rick, what's a nice guy like you doing in a gin joint like this." Cat stood cautiously, feeling for walls and the ceiling in the dimness. They were both close and low; she only had to stretch her arms to find the walls, and the ceiling was barely a hand's breadth above her head. "When did you last text Kallie? Recently or a while ago?"


"A while ago."


In Kallie's timeline it had been 'yesterday', but time moved differently in the Torn; Cat could have been gone for days without knowing it. 'A while' was certainly more than a day, though. "Are you hurt?" The walls were cool stone, and a modicum of light leaked in from somewhere, making the darkness a couple shades less than absolute. Cat didn't know if Casablanca had caves or catacombs or oubliettes to throw people in, although as she turned, that while one hand still brushed against wall, the other found iron bars. 


She could work with that.


"I'm kind of beat up," Rick said. "But not hurt. Not bad."


Cat crouched, trying to make him out in the darkness. "Tell me what you know." Cold tendrils seeped down her nape and she reached out thoughtlessly, grasping the cell door. The cold vanished instantly. Her father and his invisibility cloak could wait until later.


"I've been on a long haul, right? Nothing illegal, I checked, Cat. I was careful. No drugs or anything. Just this rich dude who's like a five-time baby daddy and doesn't want anybody to find out 'cause he's supposed to get married or something. So he hired a dude who hired a fixer who hired a dude who hired a courier service to move around and drop cash, you know how it goes."


Cat did. The layers protected the clients, who had no idea who was solving their problems at the ground level, and the people on the ground had no idea who they were working for. The money went through equally circuitous routes, almost always in cash so it couldn't be traced. "What went wrong?"


"I don't know." Rick sounded genuinely bewildered. "Mostly I’m supposed to be making sure they’re set up okay, right? Like comfortable enough they can make it on their own and don’t go looking for their baby daddy, although I bet someday one of those genetics websites is gonna bite him on the ass. But anyway, I’ve been bouncing around checking up on them and, you know, like, making sure they bought the winning scratch card or whatever.”


"Which isn't suspicious or impossible at all," Cat breathed. She could feel Rick shrug.


"Well, it’s a fucking setup, of course it is, they’re not legit scratch cards or anything, but how it all works is the fixers, not me. I just make sure they buy a card. It’s not taking money from anybody or anything bad."


"And yet here we are," Cat breathed.


"Swear to god, I was just leaving a party and somebody grabbed me. Not like a mugging, though. They put a hood over my head and threw me in here. Said I'd give them what they wanted and they'd wait for me to break."


The cold that had crept down Cat's nape reappeared, this time in freezing tendrils that laced through her belly. "Have they been back?"


"No!" Rick's voice cracked. "How can they break me if they don't even ask me for anything?"


"Pretty easy," said a heavy voice from the darkness beyond their cell. "We just had to wait."


Cat dropped her head, teeth bared, and said, "Hi, Davos."

* * *


A hard, rumbling chuckle rolled through the cell bars, followed by a drawled, "Leandra. Long time no see. Funny meeting you here. All that shit."


"What do you want, Davos?" Cat looked up from her crouch as their captor brought a light into being. It had the hard whiteness of an LED, like a phone's flashlight, but Cat doubted something that mundane was its source.


Davos looked human, mostly. Not quite as much as Cat herself did, maybe, but still. Human enough. Huge, but human enough. Broad shoulders, thick body, massive limbs, and a skull of significant enough proportions that he managed not to seem pin-headed, despite the size of his body. He was handsome, in a giant thug kind of way. Last time she'd seen him, he'd shaved his head, which lent considerably to a generally terrifying vibe, but when they'd first met, he'd had flowing, romance-hero hair of old-oak brown. His skin was a few shades lighter than that, and his eyes very green in the darkness of his face.


Cat had never asked what his heritage was, but he hadn't been born on this side of the Waste, and if he'd up and put down roots in front of her one afternoon, she wouldn't have been surprised.


Rick scrambled to his feet beside her, whispering, "Leandra?" Cat glanced at him, making sure he was okay—scruffy, dirty, tear-streaked, and a little smelly, but mostly okay—and put the topic of her name on a long list of things she wasn't in any hurry to talk about, but would eventually have to.


"I need your services," Davos rumbled. "But you're a hard elf to find. I had to go to some lengths."


Cat muttered, "Not an elf," and rose, jerking her head toward Rick. "Let me bring him home and I'll do what you need."


"You'll do what I need and then you'll bring him home. You're not in a good position to bargain, little elf." Davos's chuckle rolled up again as Cat's eyebrows lifted. "Now you're thinking, why not? You can step, you're a scrappy fighter, and it's hard to do you permanent damage. You know this. You know I know it. So why are you in no position to bargain? Tell me, pet human."


After a heartbeat of silence, Rick said, "Does he mean me?" and over him, Davos continued, "Have you eaten well here, pet human? Have you been starved or forced to face thirst?"


"No? I got some pretty decent grub, actually. I guessed they didn't want to kill me?"


"Not quickly, at least. You'd have been better off starving, though."


A sour taste filled Cat's throat. "What have you done, Davos?"


"Nothing irreversible, as long as you're cooperative."


"Don't." The bile in her throat should have made the word sharp, Cat thought. Instead it came out softly. So very softly. "You don't want to make an enemy of me, Davos."


"Don't I?" The big man sounded genuinely curious. "There's not much I've seen that suggests you'd make a bad one."


She could step. She could step, and he'd be dead before he knew it. Before his thugs could do anything about it. But then so would Rick, and proving a point to another of the Torn-born wasn't worth her friend's life. It didn't really matter whether Davos thought she was a bad enemy. Cat knew better.


And eventually, Davos would learn that. "What," Cat said in the same low voice, "do you want me to do?"


"My sister's gone missing."


"My condolences." Cat kept her tone flat with effort this time. She'd liked Davos's sister, in what few interactions they'd had. "You're resourceful. I'm sure you can find her."


"She went missing in the Torn."


"I don't do reconnaissance in the Torn, Dav." Up until that morning—her time, at least—she'd been afraid to. Now it was more a matter of not letting anybody know she had a vulnerability, stuck working for her father for the foreseeable future.


Davos smiled. His teeth were broad and flat and thicker, she thought, than human teeth, although they were arranged in a human-enough approximation that no one looked more than twice. "You didn't," he agreed. "But now you have a friend whose life depends on it, and so you're going to."


Rick whispered, "I'm sorry, Cat," but she shrugged and glanced down at him again. 


"Wouldn't have given you the watch if I wasn't prepared to deal with what happened when you used it, mate." She'd never tried forging a cure-all from the Waste and didn't know if it was possible. Didn't want to think about the ethical implications if it was, either; there was a whole World out there that deserved it, if she could make one. But she was going to have to figure out something to keep people like Davos—people who'd realized there were two or three humans she was willing to go out on a limb for, and had no qualms about using them against her—from ever doing something like this again.


That was for later, though. For now, she said, "Tell me what you know about Savos's disappearance," and watched Davos's smile widen into something bordering on dangerous. Not just smug, definitely not relieved, but a cold kind of self-satisfaction that said he thought he now had Cat over a barrel, and that he'd be able to use her like this whenever he desired.


She was already looking forward to proving him very, very wrong, but he didn't need to know that, and neither did anybody else.


"She went back through the Waste ten days ago," Davos said.


"Why?"


His eyes narrowed. "Reasons. She's never gone more than a day, when she goes. I've been looking for you for a week."


"It's not easy to keep time lined up when you travel to the Torn, Dav. You know that. She's probably on her way back already."


"Not according to what a little bird told me. Somebody's been watching the Waste real close. Trying to catch travelers. And somebody else has been watching the watchers."


Rick muttered, "Look, if Dr. Manhattan shows up I'm outta here," and Davos reached through the bars, grabbed Rick's shirt, and yanked him forward to bash his face against the bars.


Cat grabbed Davos's wrist and stepped.





* * *





Davos looked different in the Waste: smaller, reedier, as if he drew sustenance from the World and with it, size. He was too dark to go pale, but shock dropped his jaw and, while he was off guard, Cat twisted her grip on his wrist and bent him where she wanted him to go. Rick went with him—Rick, who had been in Davos's grasp when Cat stepped, and for whom Cat could not now spare a glance—Rick went with him, fell, and was released to lie gaping on the indefinable floor of the Waste. Mouth by Davos's ear, Cat said, "In a minute I'm gonna go do your bullshit errand and fetch your sister, but right now you're going to give Rick the antidote, and don't even try to tell me you don't have it on you."


"I don't—"


Cat twisted harder, and while he shrieked, drew a knife from her boot with her free hand. She laid the cold iron blade against his throat, smiled, and murmured, "Don't play with me, Davos. You feel it already, don't you? I can make it burn a long, long time before you even start to die, and that's not even taking into account the wither of the Waste. I could stay here forever, if I had to, but you can't. You need a world, whether it's the World, or the Torn. Don't imagine I don't know that it's your sister who travels back and forth, not you. You lack the stuff to survive here. So you can save Rick now, or be a long time dying."


Davos's snarls turned to gasped whimpers of pain, between which words slid out. "You'll poison the antidote if you don't get that iron off me."


"You have less than a minute to make me believe that." Cat moved the blade away and Davos turned his head, green eyes full of loathing, to glare at her.


"There's a knife in my belt. I need to get it."


"Rick," Cat said, "get the knife from his belt."


Rick stuttered an agreement and crawled to his feet like a man who didn't believe the surface he moved across would hold him. Which was fair enough: the Waste could easily not, although with Cat nearby it was more likely to remain stable than it might have otherwise been. The worst of it, Cat knew, was that there was no visible difference between what they stood on and everything else. It didn't lend a sense of security to motion, although she'd always been confident of her ability to move through and across it.


But she was half of the Torn, and Rick was all of the World. He fumbled the blade from Davos's belt and held it out to Cat like he was afraid it would bite. She felt Davos's muscles tense and moved her iron knife closer to his eye. "I wouldn't."


His lip curled, but he relaxed again. Cat nodded toward Rick. "Cut him."


"What?" Rick's voice skirled and Cat gave him a tight smile.


"If holding the cold iron against him means poisoning the antidote, then his blood is the antidote. Cut him, and drin—"


"I don't wanna turn into a vampire, Cat!"


"He's not a vampire," Cat said. "He's closer to a tree. Cut him. I don't have enough hands to do it myself, Rick."


Davos swore, extending his hand. "I'll do it. Give me the kni—"


Rick stuck the blade into Davos's palm, screamed, and fainted.


For a couple of seconds both the Torn-born stared at his pale, unconscious form. Then Cat, unforgivably, began to giggle. Davos struggled with his own expression, caught between multiple pain points and his helplessly giggling captor, and finally gave a snort that sounded like an agonizing attempt at snuffing out laughter. Rick's eyes rolled open and he lay there looking emotionally wounded at their laughter, which only made Cat laugh harder.


Davos ruined it all, of course. He surged forward, trying to break out of Cat's grip. He nearly broke his own shoulder instead, and screamed quite convincingly. Cat ended up with her knee planted in the middle of his back, and his wrist twisted much higher than it should go. "How much of the antidote does he need? And remember, if you lie to me…" She left the threat dangling, in hopes that his imagination would be scarier than hers.


Really, though, 'left to die in, and of, the Waste, with bonus iron poisoning' was scary enough. Davos snarled, but answered, and Cat said, "You're going to have to make a cup of your hands," to Rick, who looked queasy again.


"I can't drink a cup of his blood, Cat."


"Unless you're carrying a syringe, you're going to have to."


"Even if I could, that's not how antivenoms work!"


"Rick," Cat said, as steadily as she could, "you've been poisoned by a venom from an aelfhaim on the far side of a shapeless Waste, where you are currently stuck with someone who was born of both worlds and can not only traverse, but forge that Waste, and you're worried about how antivenoms work in the World?"


His gaze lit, desperation replaced by hope. "Can't you shape a syringe? Honestly, I don't think I can drink his blood."


"If your other option is dying, I bet you'll find you can. And no. I can't shape a syringe." Actually, she could, but she had no idea what else it might draw from Davos, besides his blood. Artifacts were not often only the simple things they appeared to be on their surface.


More to the point, perhaps, it would mean letting go of Davos, and she didn't imagine that would end well. "Unless you can hold him down like this."


Rick said, "What?" faintly.


"If you can hold Davos down, I can shape a syringe. I need both hands to do it."


There was a reason, she decided, that Rick liked the kind of courier gig that involved taking lots of cash money to fly around the world and clean up expensive messes, rather than taking breakneck rides across the city through unforgiving traffic. He was, at heart, a gentle soul. Gentler than Cat had imagined, even. Kallie would have stuffed Davos full of knives and drunk from him like a fountain, but Rick was honestly just a good-hearted, kind...himbo. Stabbing people, it appeared, was not something himbos did.


He did rise, though, and come to stand shakily at Cat's side. "Knee here," she said, pushing hers into Davos's spine, much to his displeasure. "Hand here. Keep the pressure on it and he shouldn't move. If he does," she said, switching places with the human man, "stick him with this." She handed over the cold iron knife, and Rick looked like he might throw up. Cat squatted beside Davos, waggling her fingers to draw his attention. "You and I both know you can probably throw him off. Let me strongly recommend not pursuing that course of action."


Davos growled, but nodded. Cat moved back a few steps and began to draw the stuff of the Waste together, considering what Artifact might come of her efforts.


It could not, by its nature, be a simple syringe. Its purpose was to draw the antidote from Davos's veins; to draw, in essence, the magic from his blood.


An Artifact that could steal magic from the Torn-born was the kind of weapon she never wanted her father to think of.


It required limits. The vial itself could provide those limits, and if not diluted by the blood, the antidote itself would in all likelihood require a lesser quantity than what Davos had specified.


If not, she could always use it again. And again, and again, until Rick was out of danger, and Davos was drained dry, if necessary.


Every once in a while, Leandra Woodrow feared she might be her father's daughter after all.


The syringe came into being between her hands as she stretched and worked the stuff of the Waste. Glassy, but not; metallic, but not. Sharp, either way, and slenderly hollow in the way of the things of the World. Element by element, it became what she required, until a thing that had never existed before in all of time now did, because it was her will that it should exist, and nothing more. If it had anything in common with fairy tales, it was a thing like the sleeping spindle, but the commonalities were slim. Syringe in hand, she knelt and pushed the needle into the meaty part of Davos's shoulder. No one would draw blood that way, but it wasn't really blood she was looking for.


And the stuff that coalesced inside the syringe was not, and could never be mistaken for, blood. It spun around itself with a milky translucence with one turn of the light, and a foggy etherealness with the next. Davos whimpered, a sound more of fear than pain, and Cat, watching the power flex in the vial, couldn't blame him. She would be terrified if someone drew that substance from her own body.


When it had filled, she took it from Davos's arm and pushed Rick's sleeve up, prepared to plunge it into his. He flinched back, making Davos yelp, and said, "Aren't you gonna, I don't know, sterilize that first?"


"It's magic, Rick. It can't infect you." She popped it in his arm before he could object again, then, as he went alternately white and red, said, "I wonder if that should have gone into your vein, actually. Oh well. Guess we'll find out."


Rick stared at her in visible dismay, but she only leaned down to Davos and murmured, "I'm gonna take another vial full as back up, in case he needs further treatment. And in the meantime, you'd better remember I'm literally carrying a fistful of your essence. Imagine what I could do with that." She jerked her chin up, indicating Rick could move now. "After all, you're going to be very well behaved now, aren't you, Dav."


"You cold-blooded witch," Davos said as Rick let him up.


"Oh no." Cat felt the coldness of her brief smile. "I'm not a witch, Davos. I'm much, much more powerful than that. Too bad you didn't realize that before now. How you feeling, Rick?"


"Woozy?"


"We'll assume that's normal." Cat frowned thoughtfully between the two men, and finally muttered, "Dammit. The fastest thing to do would be bring you with me to the Torn."


Hope shot through Davos's expression, and pure horrified terror shot through Rick's. "No fucking way," he declared. "If I get to go and Kallie doesn’t, she'll straight-up murder me."


"You know, for a guy who just got himself captured, you're suddenly evidencing a remarkable amount of self-preservation," Cat said. "Trust me. I'm not taking you anywhere that Kallie wants to see.” Cat sighed and turned to Davos. “I wish you’d just asked for help. It would have made this all a lot easier. Do you have something of Savos's?" 


Davos gave her a bleary, angry look, then took a small metal box from one pocket and handed it over. Cat examined the material—silver, not steel—and opened it to find a single leaf lying inside it. Her eyebrows went up and Davos's went down in challenge when she glanced his way, but she shrugged. "Okay. Both of you hold on to me, and don't do anything stupid," she said, again to Davos, "because you'll end up stuck in the Waste forever if you do."


Rick, who was not cut out for this sort of thing, clung to her arm like an ingenue, and Davos put a big hand sullenly around her other arm. Cat lifted the leaf, breathed in its scent, then crushed it in her palm, and stepped.

* * *


In the best case scenario, Cat would have been right. Savos would have been on her way home, or time would have simply passed differently, as it usually did, in the Torn, and she would have been enjoying a long lazy afternoon in a butterfly-filled meadow.


To no one's surprise, it was not the best case scenario.


Passengers in tow, Cat stepped into a space so dark that for an instant she couldn't even breathe through it. The very next second it filled with light so intense she cowered, and Rick yelped in confused fear. Davos, though, roared as if in pain, and when Cat gave an eye-watering blink in his direction, she saw steam—smoke—rising from his skin. 


Rick, decent human being that he was, yanked his own shirt off and threw it over Davos before Cat could put two thoughts together, then emphatically pulled Cat's leather coat off her shoulders so he could use it, too. Cat lifted a hand against the blinding light, trying to find its source, but it was as if someone had shoved the entire sun into a cavern: the light came from everywhere, scalding and dangerously brilliant.


Scalding, but only scalding Davos. Her own skin didn't react the way the big man's did, and even Rick, fragile though humans were in the Torn, didn't seem to be burning.


Pennies dropped like a copper cascade at the back of Cat's mind, filling in blanks about Davos that she hadn't consciously thought about. A woman shrieked, sounding as though she suffered the same kind of pain Davos did, and Cat lifted her voice to bellow, "You'll kill your golden goose if you don't turn that off!"


It burned on for what felt like forever: nine seconds, maybe ten. Then suddenly, as abruptly as it had flared, the light faded, although not entirely. Davos stopped howling, though, and the woman's cries turned into a few gasping sobs, then went quiet. Cat yelled, "Name your claim!" to the echoing walls, and after a long time, a throbbing voice came back: They are born of my earth.


Rick, behind Cat, said, "What the fuck, is that an earthquake?" and a thin shred of humor shot through Cat.


"No. It's a voice. There's an elemental here. They were born of something else as well!" she shouted at the walls. "You have no claim on them!"


I claim all that lies within me. A thrill went through the resonant voice. You are within me.


"What," Rick said shrilly, "is an elemental?"


"Yeah?" Cat yelled. "Is that sunlight within you too?"


It bathes me, the voice said in a remarkably superior tone. It is mine to redirect.


"So anything that touches you is yours, huh? You subsume it? You control and command it? It becomes part of what you are?"


The walls rumbled again, and Cat displayed a harsh smile. "I have a gift for you, then." She edged her foot forward, not quite stepping, but nudging her way toward the Waste. Another few centimeters, and a breach opened, the Waste itself spilling around the toe of her boot.


The voice went cautious, not quite fearful. What is this?


"It's something for you to add to your collection."


No! The protest came barely a breath later, as the Waste began to encroach farther on the cavern floor. It is nothing! I cannot be one with it! It will destroy me!


"I mean, that's a possibility, sure. But I thought you wanted everything you could touch."


I only want that which is real! The sunlight and the water and the glittering pieces of stone! What you call to you now will eat away at me until I am gone, and then go beyond, until all of the Torn is undone!


"I suppose you'd better let Savos go, then," Cat said coolly. "I know she's good at finding those glittering stones for you, but are they worth dying badly over? Are they worth the whole of the Torn?"


A figure rose from the cavern floor, approximating a human form, if such a thing was cast in rough stone and clothed in living earth. It rose tall and tall and taller again, until Cat and the others were dwarfed, and its voice, which had come from everywhere, was now directed through a mouth large enough to be a cave. Rick whispered, "Holy fuck," and the elemental said, "You would not."


"Commit genocide? Probably not. I'd probably pull the Waste back once it finished with you. Assuming I could." Cat nudged her foot forward again, opening the breach a little wider. It hurt. The elemental wasn't wrong. Waste and Torn weren't meant to interact, not like this. When she went from one to the other, she stepped. She didn't linger at the border. Lingering made her heart beat too fast, made sweat drip down her spine, made her breath come in aching pulls that felt as though they would never be enough. The Waste, used like this, did want to destroy what it touched, in so much as it had feelings or will or desires.


The Waste, Cat remembered, was always growing. Maybe this was how. Maybe idiot Artificers opened encroaching bits to teach somebody a lesson, and in the end, the Torn paid for it.


Because it did seem like the Torn paid, and not the World. The World seemed to keep expanding, while the Torn grew ever-smaller.


Or maybe that was just an adult's perspective displacing a child's. The Torn had seemed impossibly large, when she was young, but she'd seen far more of the World in her years there than she'd ever seen of the place she'd been born.


Earth roiled under the elemental's surface, exploding in bursts that rained soil around them in clods. Not too closely, though: it didn't want to accidentally touch the creeping Waste. It became more human in guise, or at least, more aelfen, and more feminine, as if copying Cat's own shape in hopes of assuaging her. Sullenly, it said, "I cannot find them the way she can."


"No," Cat said wearily. "I suppose not." Humans didn't generally go digging through their own bodies in search of specific bones or organs. An elemental couldn't search out the shining rocks that most appealed to it, either, not from within its own living parts.


That was what trolls were for.


"You still can't keep her," Cat said. "And if I thought there was a way to get you to let her go without threatening your entire existence, I would, but since you'd really prefer to burn and suffocate us for being here, I kind of think I'm taking the right tactic here. So which is it? Do I open this breach all the way, or are you going to let Savos go?"


The elemental, vibrating with anger, twisted to reach behind itself, seized something in the far distance, and flung it to the ground near Cat.


Savos bounced once, rolled to her feet, and threw herself safely into Davos's arms while Rick continued a constant, quiet litany of "what the fuck"s. Davos's sister was almost as tall as he was, and equally strong of build, but had an air of otherness about her, something more fey than Davos’s presence. She looked exhausted now, and ill-used, but she would, Cat thought, recover. 


"She was mine," the elemental said petulantly. "She came into me without permission. I was not wrong to make her find the lovely stones."


"You were," Cat said. "Even if she could do it easily, you had no right to trap her here, to force her to do it. You might have asked, and seen where that got you."


The elemental shifted, its near-expressionless face somehow conveying inconceivable horror at the idea. Despite herself, Cat chuckled quietly, and carefully, with concentration, slid her foot back from the breach. The Waste shuddered and twitched, clinging to the Torn, but without Cat holding it open, it couldn't maintain the hole. Bit by bit it faded, until to her eyes, there seemed to be no breach at all. She glanced up at the elemental, which had gone so still that all the life might have left it. "Do you feel anything from it anymore? Are you in danger?"


She edged back, reaching for Rick's hand, as the elemental's avatar melted back into the cavern's surface, and a slow, rumbling answer shivered from the walls. No…


Cat, hoping like hell Rick had Davos and Davos had Savos, stepped just before the cavern roof came tumbling down on where they'd been.

* * *


They came out in the World, because Cat wasn't about to risk the Waste or any part of the Torn again, not if she could help it. Especially not with Savos, who could traverse the Waste herself, and might well decide to—


Cat didn't know what, really. Decide to do something stupid, basically. Cat had had enough of stupid for one day.


They landed in Cat's apartment, all four of them, two human-sized people and two who could be mistaken for small, angry mountains on a bad day. Kallie was there, and let out a god-awful scream at their arrival, which seemed fair enough. Her second scream was one of relief as she threw herself through the sudden crowd to hug Rick, who collapsed under her enthusiasm. So did the chair they fell into, with a shattering thud that begot another shriek from Kallie, then silence.


Cat said, "Everybody okay?" into that silence, and a few non-verbal sounds of agreement rose, as if no one was quite willing to speak.


Davos, though, clutched his sister in a hug and said, "What happened?" before Kallie could ask the same of anyone else.


Savos shrugged. "The passage to the Torn was blocked. I took another one, and ended up in the elemental's cave. It knew me for what I was, and refused to let me leave."


"What are you?" Rick demanded, not politely, but with heartfelt passion. "And what was that thing? If you say an elemental I'll—" He stopped, obviously unable to think of a threat he could actually enact.


The siblings exchanged a glance, clearly not planning to answer the first of his questions, and Cat answered the second. "Elementals are areas of land—or earth or air or almost anything, really—that are invested with a spirit. There are some houses in the Torn that are elementals, and, like, individual trees, or a pond, sometimes. That particular one was an earth elemental, and it wanted Savos's ability to find and extract stones it admired, so it could look at them."


"If it was made of the stone why couldn't it look at them?"


"For the same reason you can't look at your own bones, with the advantage that if they're extracted from an elemental's area, it doesn't hurt them the way it would hurt you to have a bone taken out. Especially if someone with a particular skill set does the extraction."


Rick's voice shot up. "What skill set?"


Savos ignored him. "How long was I gone?" Her voice sounded like honey over rock, smooth and rough all at once. She was dark, like Davos, but where his skin had—to Cat's eyes—that faintly bark-like texture, Savos's was more like deep brown quartz, almost translucent if the light caught it right, and her eyes had golden streaks in their depths, like tiger's eye. Cat wondered what part of her parentage let her travel between the World and the Torn, but doubted she would ever know.


"Ten days," Davos said.


"How long was I gone?" Cat asked Kallie, who had gotten out of the broken chair and who now threw her hands upward.


"Four days. Rick's been gone over a week. What the hell is going on?"


"Four days." Coldness bunched in Cat's belly and sank. Four days was enough for her father to decide she'd backed out of their deal. Not that she could, having sworn an oath, but he would lay it at the feet of her very human ability to lie. Four days was enough time for him to decide to take matters into his own hands.


"You two." She pointed at Davos and Savos. "You two, out. Davos, if you ever try to pull that kind of shit again, I will drop your punk ass in the Waste and let you rot. And before you say I'll never find you, remember I've got a syringe full of your essence and can use it to find you beyond the ends of the goddamn World."


"What kind of shit?" Savos breathed as Davos's face contracted with anger.


Cat didn't give him a chance to answer, though. "And remember if Rick gets sick I'll save enough of that essence to call you to me, and drain every drop of it from your leafy veins, if that's what it takes."


"Rick's sick?" Kallie's voice broke with worry. "What the hell happened? It's been a week!"


"He poisoned me!" Rick half-yelled in childish offense. Kallie's expression went dangerously dark, but Cat raised a palm, slowing her roll.


"I told you," Cat said to Davos, softly. "I told you I was a bad enemy to make. Now get the hell out of my sight."


He went, pulling Savos after him, although she paused, confused, at the door, to say, "Thank you," to Cat. "I don't know what happened, but thank you anyway. I owe you one."


Cat, gruffly, said, "You're welcome," and Savos left in Davos's wake.


Kallie, in clear, stentorian tones, said, "What the actual fuck?"


Rick, still lying in the wrecked remains of Cat's armchair, wailed, "What are they?"


"They're people," Cat snapped, then exhaled, trying to bring her temper under control. "They're people of the Torn," she said more softly. "Half-siblings, although I thought they were full until today. The parent they share is obviously a troll, though."


"Oh," Rick said in a high voice, "obviously."


"I've always thought Davos was part dryad," Cat said. "I thought Savos was too, but she's probably something else. Maybe even human. I don't know. Something that allows her to travel through the Waste, though."


"I thought you all could," Kallie said accusingly.


Cat shrugged. "Some more easily than others, to the degree that some people effectively can't. I'm partly of the World, so I can go back and forth through it pretty easily, since I survived getting dumped there in the first place. And some of us get taught to travel it," she said, losing her temper in a snarl again. "And if I don't go find my frickin’ father before he decides I've betrayed him, then my poor helpless frickin’ kid sibling is gonna be one of those!"


Rick, faintly, said, "Your what?" and Kallie pointed firmly at Cat.


"You go sort your family shit out. I'll catch Wonder Boy here up on the details."


"Take this." Cat tossed the syringe to Kallie. "If he gets sick, shoot him up with about a quarter of that. Whatever you do, don't use it all. I'll need at least a trace of it to drag Davos back here."


"Apparently I'm not the only one who has to catch somebody up on the details!" Kallie swung toward Rick. "What happened? Where have you been? How'd he poison you? Are you okay? Did you know Trina is going out of her mind with worry?"


Rick's face fell. "Oh no. Trina. She's gonna kill me."


"She won't get a chance if you don't start talking!"


Cat went into her bedroom, leaving them to their mutual explanations. She needed something of the World; something that would last, something without an iron taint, something she could work into her stupid father's stupid Artifact to let him stupid lie.


Something that would let her keep an eye on him, just in case she had to.


"Wait a minute." She spoke out loud, momentarily silencing the conversation in the room beyond. It picked up again as she pulled her phone out and called Davos—she still had his number, even if he didn't have hers—and said, "I need to talk to Savos," when he picked up.


His rumble of irritation came across the line, but his sister came on a moment later. "Yeah?"


"I think you can pay me back right now. I need a scrying stone. Not tiger's eye, it's too obvious. Something green, if possible. Can you get that for me?"


Savos, after a moment's hesitation, said, "I need earth. Ideally earth without half a city's underpinnings built into it, but…I take it you're in a hurry."


"I think I am, yeah."


Another hesitation came over the line before Savos said, "Give me a few minutes. Can I call you back at this number?"


"Yeah." Cat would have to get a new phone, if she didn't want Davos to be able to reach her after this. Then again, him not having her number hadn't worked out brilliantly this time, so maybe it was better if he just did. She stood there a minute, staring around her room and trying to think.


She could fashion a needle from the Waste, but needed a few milliliters of her own blood, too. And a way to refill the vessel for it, never mind that she'd told her father an Artifact couldn't be tampered with after the fact. Tampering was one thing. Refilling an emptied vial was something else. Although she also needed to be quite certain her father wouldn't be able to drain her blood and use it as power over her, too. Maybe she'd just have to remake the damn thing when it ran dry.


Absolutely no good could come of him wanting to be able to hide his face and lie to the people of the Torn. Cat knew she'd said that to him once. She'd probably say it to herself hundreds of times over the next…the next however-long, before she was freed from the vow she'd taken.


Her kid sibling had better appreciate it.


Not that Cat had any plan to tell the kid what had happened, or even ever meet them, for that matter, but in the space between her own ears, muttering about appreciation felt justified. 


Either way, she needed blood. Her blood, specifically. And as a child of the Torn, she wasn't exactly in the habit of visiting human doctors, but making another syringe out of the Waste seemed like overkill. Cat stomped back out of her bedroom and gave the two humans in her living room the most appealing, helpless look she could achieve. "Know anybody who can draw a teensy bit of my blood, no questions asked?"


Kallie and Rick's conversation dried up, silence lingering in the air until Rick said, "If you're asking do I know people who take drugs intravenously…"


Cat stared at him a moment. “Honestly, that didn’t occur to me. I was thinking more like a doctor or pharmacist friend who would look the other way.”


“Oh.” Rick looked shifty. “I knew that.”


Kallie snorted reached for her phone. "I've got a friend who works at the vet down the street. She can probably help for a cash donation to their rescue center."


Half an hour later, at the vet's back door, a judgmental-looking woman in her forties withdrew a small vial of Cat's blood, handed it to her, pocketed a considerable amount of cash in exchange, and went back inside without ever saying a single word. "I like that," Cat said, looking after her. "Nice, simple, uncomplicated customer service."


"Cat, nothing is ever simple with you. You good? I'm going back to the apartment to make sure Rick doesn't die of troll poisoning."


"Dryad poisoning, really," Cat said absently. "Trolls can't produce toxins. But yeah, I'm good."


Kallie's exasperation was delivered in an expression that did Kermit the Frog proud. Cat grinned and took her buzzing phone out as the other woman left. "Yeah?"


Savos said, "I think I have what you need. Where are you?"


"I can meet you where you are." Cat got her location, hung up the phone, and stepped. A moment later, she stood beside Savos in a small wooded area that made a pretense of being away from the city. Savos held a small chunk of blue-green stone, streaked with very thin bands of yellow, in one hand, and offered it to Cat.


Cat held it up to the light, admiring the rough tones and how the green was deeper at one end than the other, which held more blueish-grey in its depths. "This is perfect. What is it?"


"Same kind of quartz as tiger's eye, but with less iron. It's called hawk's eye, and it's not as well-known. Do you need me to polish or shape it?"


"I don't think so. Thank you." Cat tucked the chunk of rock into her coat pocket and met Savos's eyes. "We're even. You owe me nothing. My word as a daughter of the Torn."


Savos, dryly, said, "We all know what that's worth," but nodded and left Cat in the little copse of trees.


She had blood. She had an object of the World. There was nothing but her own reluctance keeping her from doing what her father wanted.


She stepped.

* * *


Bafflingly, she stepped back to Los Angeles, where she'd been only that morning, in her personal timeline. It was late afternoon there now, sun blazing in a sky lined at the horizons with thin brown smog, and heat wobbling off the skyscrapers. Cat scowled upward, bewildered. The boots should have taken her to her father, who should have been in the Torn. But she wasn’t just in Los Angeles; she was in the same location she’d stepped to earlier, the alley a block or so away from the fertility clinic. Already sweating, she hurried to the fertility clinic building and passed through security with her courier credentials. A few minutes and thirty-eight floors higher, she pushed the clinic door open, a rueful smile in place for the pleasant receptionist.


For the first few seconds, what she saw made no sense.


The gorgeous interior looked as if a storm had swept through it, upending and shattering chairs and coffee tables, breaking apart the big welcome desk, leaving all-too-identifiable smears on the windows. Some of those smears, backlit by the intense sunshine, were still dripping. Bodies lay beneath them. There was no other motion in the reception room, no voices, no quiet hum of power feeding machinery or even lights.


Cat took a dozen long strides to the room Grace Law had been staying in, and threw the door open.


Chaos hadn't been unleashed in there, nor—after a quick glance—in any of the other high-end waiting rooms. Cat stood frozen in the door of the last one, staring at blood sliding down a window, and tried to think.


Grace should have been there, and if she wasn't, then the signs of a struggle surely should have been.


Except—except—the penny dropped as slowly as the stuff sliding down the windows—except Cat had been there that morning in her personal timeline.


It had been at least seven days in the World's timeline. Days that Rick had spent missing, where he'd called for help, where Cat had traveled to the Torn to get Savos, and come back again. At least seven days.


She didn't know much about fertility clinics, but she bet most of them didn't keep people on site for weeks on end. Grace could have gone home days ago. Not that Cat had any idea where 'home' was for her.


Neither did her father.


He could travel the Waste; that much was evident by the fact that Cat herself existed, and that her half-sibling was on the way. But no one except those who shared blood of both the Torn and the World traveled it easily. What took Cat seconds could easily take him hours, or even days.


And despite the brilliant sunshine, the blood was still wet on the windows.


A tiny, fractured groan caught her attention. She spun back toward the reception desk, seeing what she hadn't seen before: the receptionist she'd spoken with lay behind it, hidden by its size. Blood matted her hair, leaking on to the floor, and her color was bad, even at just a glimpse. Cat ran and knelt at her side, feeling the woman's too-cool skin. "Hey. I've got you now. You're gonna be okay." Practical boots, she thought, so distantly it seemed almost unattached from her at all. The boots had brought her where she needed to be, not where she thought she should go.


"Cat." The woman sounded surprised and confused. "He said he'd find you. That he'd find her."


"Grace?"


She gave a fragile nod and Cat grimaced. "I know you're not supposed to, but can you tell me where she lives?"


The woman shook her head, an effort that clearly cost her. Her eyes rolled back, and after a few, faint breaths, she whispered, "I think…bye…"


"No." Cat's heart clenched furiously and she lifted the woman in her arms, stood, and stepped.

* * *


Stepping into a busy space was dangerous for a lot of reasons. First, humans didn't like it when magic happened right in front of them. Second, and actually more important in terms of immediate danger, physics didn't like it if two objects suddenly decided to occupy the same space simultaneously. Cat used back alleys and remote parks to move in and out of the World, if she had any choice.


This time, though, she stepped directly into an emergency room, and yelled, "Help her!"


The thing happened, the one that always did. People blanched and flinched back, their gazes going every which way, searching for answers to how she'd gotten there. Confusion drew thick lines in their faces and made enemies of their gazes. Their shoulders hunched defensively as they crowded together, instinctively forming a mob to lash out against the sudden unnatural thing in their midst. If that reaction had a name, it was the phrase that came with it, down through all the long centuries: burn the witch!


This once, though, just this once, Cat's burden trumped the primitive fear that awakened in the base of human brains when they saw magic happen. After that first hideous moment, empathy triggered a stronger response than fear,, and there were suddenly voices calling for a gurney, for oxygen, for doctors, for whatever the hell they needed to save the receptionist's life. Someone said, "Excuse me, excuse me! Who is this? What happened to her?" to Cat, who shook her head.


"I found her. I'm sorry. I have to go."


"You can't—you can't—!" The impotent protests followed her as she ran for the door, ran out the door, and before she was safely out of sight of security cameras or prying eyes, stepped.

* * *


The manor she'd grown up in seemed less friendly than ever before, close growing walls stretching for her, as if they could crush her through malevolent will. Cat ran through them, her boots thudding against the floors as she wished she'd dared step directly into her father's office. But if it had been hers, she would have warded it against just such an incursion, and she didn't want to find out what happened when somebody stepped from the Waste into an unforgiving shield. At best, they'd bounce back into the Waste. At worst…


At worst would be very bad indeed.


But his office wasn't warded against an ordinary entrance through its door. Not against her, at least; not now. She didn't find her father within its curved, living walls, but then, she hadn't expected to. What she needed was a compass. Something to lead her to her father, since she didn't know where Grace lived, and doubted her sibling's mother would think to use the baby rattle.


The truth was, Grace almost certainly would never know she was even in danger, not until it was too late. Cat's father would come in, attractive and flirtatious, and Grace would be under his spell just long enough to give birth to their child. Then, if she was lucky, she would merely be discarded as Cat's own mother had been.


A treacherous thought, one she didn't often let near the surface, crept up: assuming 'discarded' was all that had happened to her mother. Banished, sent away from the Torn, exiled; whatever word they wanted to use, Cat mostly had to hold on to the belief that nothing worse had happened.


It got harder to hold on to that belief, with each passing year that she failed to find any hint of where her mother had gone.


Whatever had happened to her mother, Cat wasn’t going to allow it to happen to Grace.


A hair. A hair would do nicely, to find her father with. Deep red, stuck lightly to the back of the chair her father rarely used, it was difficult to see unless you were looking for it, as Cat had been. She coiled it in her palm, and then, about to step back into the Waste so she could fashion a compass, Cat went still.


She had never in her entire life been alone in her father's inner sanctum. She'd rarely been in it at all, and he tended to absorb the vast majority of her attention when she was, as if she was a rabbit waiting for the snake to strike. The decor had always carried an eerie edge of life-likeness to it, but staring around the room now, she began to see that it told a story. His story: the moments of his life that he deemed important.


Or that perhaps his subconscious did, unconsciously shaping the walls, because here and there in the shadows Cat thought she caught glimpses of herself. Not the whole of her, but a hint there and a curve here that made her think she'd almost seen her reflection in a mirror. They didn't exactly fade when she looked directly at them, but nor did they come any clearer. There were other moments, half-suggested, that made her think of stories people had told her about her father; a stretch that might have depicted a great battle, or a hollow that hid within it a tale of the World. 


And there, where it did disappear if she looked at it too closely, was a woman's profile. A profile Cat knew, a profile she had memorized as a child and that her Torn-born memory had never let her forget. A profile of a downward gaze, of upswept hair, of—unexpectedly—a fashionable hat from an era gone by. Cat stared at it from the corner of her eye, trying to memorize the whole of the look: a ruffled blouse, a puffed shoulder to the sleeve, all written in the dips and shadows of living wood. She burned that faint image into her mind, unable to place any of it save the profile itself, and, with that half-seen memory locked safely in her imagination, Cat returned to the Waste.

* * *


A coil of hair wound around the stuff of the Waste twisted and reformed until it became a compass, brass and heavy in Cat's hand. Beautiful and almost entirely useless: all it would ever find was her father. With more care and more time, she might have made one that would find anyone, but Cat preferred single-focus Artifacts. Not just because they were easier, but because they were much less dangerous. 


Not that the item her father wanted, the one that would allow him to lie, would be safe. But at least no one else would be able to use it. He’d only be able to because they already shared a bond of blood, and because she could shape the Artifact to draw on that bond. The other one he wanted, the object of disguise, would be harder to tie to him and him alone. It would take some thinking, but not now.


For now, she only wanted to follow him back to the World and along whatever path he'd taken to find Grace Law. She breathed that desire into the compass, and light glittered through its clockwork parts, pulling her forward. She stepped, and stepped, and stepped again, then stood at the edge of a busy, near-shoulderless road. One step ahead of her lay rushing traffic; one horrifying step behind her lay a canyon, plummeting down plenty far to be terrifying. Cat, overwhelmed with the urge to lie down and whimper, didn't, because she couldn't see how to without getting flattened. A few hysterical heartbeats later, she convinced herself that there was, in fact, enough room behind her to take a cautious step backward without falling to her death. She edged back, letting traffic zoom by, and studied what lay across the road.


Another road, honestly. Half-hidden in the greenery, with stone walls on either side of it, and a cast iron gate across its narrow mouth. It led higher into the hills, to a presumably magnificent Topanga Canyon house, but to Cat, the curious part was that the compass had brought her to this side of the gate. Unless her father was hiding in the shrubbery, she didn't understand why it hadn't led her directly to Grace's home.


A thought struck her and she turned to peer down the side of the canyon, almost hoping she might see her father's body squished on the hairpin road below, or broken across the rocks.


Tragically, it was not to be. Cat waited for traffic to clear, then darted across the street into Grace's secluded driveway, keeping an eye on the bushes to see if her father would pop out of them.


He did not.


A simulacrum, however, did.


It was good. It was awfully fucking good, if her compass led her to it instead of him. It had her father's height and elegance, and a few-strands-wide braid of his deep copper hair wound around its earth-colored head. A hand print, stained reddish-brown with blood, spread where its face should be. It wore clothes of her father's cut, with new embroidery added by his own hand; nothing less than his own labor could make clothes cling to the thing. It carried a blade at its side, silver and marked with jewels. It heaved, as if for air, and its chest moved: he had imbued it with his own breath, and if he had not wept tears over its making, she had no doubt he had spat on it, imbuing it with more of his essence.


If he had shed bone as well as breath and blood in the making of the thing, not even Cat would have known the difference between the simulacrum and her real father until it was too late. But he was too vain, too hurried, or too delicate to have made that decision; the shaving of bone hurt like a motherfucker, and the healing from it was not quick, even for an aelf lord. 


The fact that he'd gone even this far told Cat two things, one of which surprised her. He had expected her to track him using a physical link, such as his hair. He would have been stupid not to, and her father was a variety of things, but stupid wasn't one of them.


But that he'd gone to this much trouble, created a simulacrum so good she would be led to it instead of him…that much effort implied that he respected her. Respected her talent, at least. Respected her ability to find him, even when he didn't want to be found. Respected the possibility that if she caught up to him, she could thwart his plans.


For something less than a heartbeat, she took all of that in—the simulacrum, its makeup, the implications of its existence, reveling in the pleasure of knowing that her father fundamentally grasped that if she caught him she was not only planning to, but able to fuck. him. up—and then the simulacrum did what it was made to do, which was try very hard to kill her.


Its blade leapt from the sheath like a living thing, glittering bright and dangerous in the late afternoon sun. Greenery fell before its deadly edge, but Cat stepped out of its way, coming back to the World again with her cold iron knives in both hands. It ducked as one left her hand; the blade stuck in a tree, and Cat swore. The simulacrum came at her again, snicker-snack. This time she simply ducked and rolled, swearing again as prickly underbrush found the small of her unprotected spine when her jacket shifted. She came to her feet beside her knife, wrenched it from the tree, and flinched aside as the simulacrum thrust its sword toward her. She lunged inside its reach and shoved a knife into what would be its lungs, if it had any.


It lacked the ability to exhale, which was almost worse than a sound. It couldn't stare, and neither could it stop, even as the cold iron began to unravel the magic that held it together. It slashed again, more wildly this time, now lacking all of her father's elegance. Cat rolled again and it spun a wobbling circle after her, each stab growing more frantic as, from the chest outward, it began to crumble into the earth it had been shaped from. Within seconds it dropped the sword, its falling-apart body no longer able to support the weapon's weight; a moment later, it was a pile of dirt wrapped in an aelf lord's clothes.


Cat, beneath her breath, said, "Should've added the bone, Dad," and because she was half of the World and could, placed one hand on the cast iron gate and vaulted it.





* * *





Grace's goddamn driveway was two and a half miles long. Two and a half miles in the blazing sunshine while wearing leather and carrying no water. If Cat had known how damn long it was to begin with, she would have used the compass and stepped right away, but some vague movie-born sense of dramatic approach didn't even let her think of it until she'd sweated her way through most of a mile. Then she realized what she was doing, said, "Fuck," aloud, and stepped.


She bounced back out of the Waste ten feet behind where she'd started, her head ringing and her vision blurry. It took a second try before she realized her father had done something—put up a shield, surrounded himself with a mirror-spell, something—that wouldn't allow her to magic her way any closer than the now-dead simulacrum. She yelled, "He's not supposed to be able to do that!" into the oppressively hot afternoon air, and felt how her words were muffled in it. Swearing, sweating, sunburning, she stomped along the driveway until she finally rounded a corner and let out a laugh like Elizabeth Bennet seeing Pemberly for the first time.


Grace's home was an architectural dream, even by the standards of someone who'd grown up in a living manor of the Torn. All windows and soft edges that belied the 1960s concrete building material, it nestled down between fruit trees and local greenery. Bees buzzed audibly. Birds rendered their opinions on everything. A brook that Cat thought couldn't be natural babbled near a covered hot tub. The view, gazing out toward distant mountains, was to die for. 


Maybe being an involved big sister would be a good idea after all.


Assuming Cat survived dealing with her damn father, anyway. Still sweating but now faintly awe-stricken, she walked the rest of the way up to the house, calling, "Grace? Ms. Law?"


"I'm sorry," her father's voice drawled. "Grace Law can't come to the door right now." He stepped out from one of those floor-to-ceiling windows. Or doors, as they all proved to be: it looked like every single one of them rotated so the whole front of the house could be opened to the air. Cat felt another stab of envious desire. She didn't even like Los Angeles, but man, if she could live here….


"What have you done with her?"


"Nothing permanent," her father promised. He wore a glamour, one that softened his least-human features into something less alien. His hair remained the same glorious deep shade of red, but his ears were no longer pointed, and his eyes were a more earthly green. His features were less fine, more masculine by Western human standards, and his overall build, a little broader. 


He was, Cat realized with dismay, smoking hot. She’d never seen him as a human before, and she couldn’t lie, it messed with her a little. No wonder her mother had thrown everything away to join him in the Torn. 


"You should not have betrayed me," he went on in the exact same cool, arrogant tone she'd heard all her life.


Six words, Cat thought. It took six words to scale him down from a ten to something like a three. He was still hot, but if he'd spoken to her mother that way, never mind, it made no sense for Lilibeth to have gone anywhere with him. "I didn't freaking betray you. Somebody used one of my Artifacts to call me, which, honestly, I think you know perfectly well."


Irritation sluiced through his eyes. "You swore me an oath."


"I didn't swear you a goddamn timeline on delivery. You're looking for the slightest chance to have your cake and eat it too, but the oath goes both ways, Dad. Honestly, you've broken it just by being here. Which was stupid, because while I was in the World I got the materials I need for your damn lie projector."


A flare of greedy anger shone in her father's face. "I've done nothing to the human woman."


"Where is she?"


He stepped aside, leaving the door open for Cat's entrance. She pushed through to find a big, cozy room done up in wood with round corners, thick rugs, and durable, textured cloth in comforting colors. It wasn't at all what she thought of as Hollywood fashionable, but it looked as though it had been decorated in mind of keeping a kid from bashing its head on hard corners or puking on the expensive leather couches. Cat, thinking of her own childhood, would possibly have also put baby gates or maybe just plywood in front of several built-in, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, but given that the child in question was still a solid nine months from even being born, she guessed Grace had time to deal with that kind of thing.


Grace herself lay curled on a couch, sleeping at first glance and…something more, at another. From moment to moment she twitched as if suffering a bad dream, and drew ragged breaths as if trying to call for help. But when her agitation grew to the point that it would wake someone from a normal sleep, Grace only slept on, first crying out, then settling as if an unwelcome weight pressed on her.


The baby rattle was in Grace's hand, as if she'd been trying its magic when the stasis struck. Cat's heart clenched. She hadn't thought Grace believed her, not really, and the truth was, Grace might not have. But she'd still decided to try it when she thought she needed help.


Cat was going to put her father in the ground, one of these days. Maybe not today, because she didn't know that she could undo his magic and waken Grace safely on her own, but one day, and sooner rather than later. She turned on him, spitting fury. "What were you thinking?"


"That I would not return to the Torn empty-handed after your betrayal."


"I swear to gngngh.” Her anger devolved into growling noises and clenching hands, and it took several seconds to find words again. “Lift the spell, Dad, or forfeit the oaths we've taken. You don't get it both ways and I still promise you that if you try to interfere in this kid's life I'll spend the rest of mine getting in your way. Or the rest of yours," she spat through her teeth.


It may have been a mistake. A sneer warped her father's handsome features, as if he couldn't imagine her having the ability to end his life, or, indeed, do him any real damage at all.


On the other hand, he'd had enough imagination to decide the simulacrum was necessary, so maybe the sneer was a lie. Aelf-folk couldn't lie with their voices; nobody ever said anything about their faces. That cool arrogant aelfen note in his voice again, he said, "Show me the Artifact."


"Man, you are not Jerry Maguire, and I haven't made the damn thing yet. You don't seem to get it: I'm not going to make it until you're out of this woman's life. That is the only way you get to control me."


"You think so much of your power," her father hissed, "and so little of mine."


She didn't even feel the blow building. No sense of his will gathering, no murmur of spellwork to warn her. Just a sudden constriction that tried to push the air from her lungs, tried to crush the spirit from her soul, tried to bind her like she was a young horse in need of breaking. In all of their arguments, she had never felt anything like what he wrought now. She could almost see the glimmer of the spellwork, though, silver threads that wanted to sink into her skin and take away her ability to move and think as she saw fit. It locked her muscles, forbidding her the ability to step, and for a blinding, clarifying instant, Cat understood.


Her father believed—correctly—that she had no magic to defend herself against this kind of attack. Her power was in the creation of Artifacts, and she required certain components, primarily the stuff of the Waste, to do that. With preparation she could no doubt mold something to protect herself from an attempt to take over her very will, but she had come to defend someone else, without really considering her personal danger.


A part of her mind took note of that, tucked it away for later—bold of it to assume there would be a later—while the greater part of her marveled at her own shortsightedness, yes, but also at her father's.


Cat relaxed, hoping her gaze filled with anguish as she made an effort to surrender. Smug delight glittered in her father's eyes as he felt her struggle against him falter, and his handsome, human smile had cold and cruel edges. "Gather the woman," he said. "We'll bring her back to the Torn with us."


She could walk then, but not step. His will coursed through her, moving her feet, guiding her where he wanted her to go. Cat knelt at Grace's side, withdrew the boot blade she could now reach, and pressed the cold iron flat of it against her own belly.


Her father's magic screamed. The strings that had settled beneath her skin shriveled and withered, racing away. Cat chased them with the knife, pushing them out of her body, prepared to cut if his power had the nerve to lodge anywhere. It didn't, and in moments she rose, panting with anger, to face the man who had spent her entire childhood trying to make her his puppet. "I'm not nearly as easy a mark as that, Dad." She advanced on him, the iron blade in her hand countering any magic he tried to throw at her. His hand dropped to his hip, looking for the sword he'd lent his simulacrum, and Cat's harsh laugh surprised them both. A couple more steps and then she lunged, not grabbing, but shoving him as she stepped.


They crossed into the Waste, and Cat, gleefully, dumped his elfin ass there on her way back into the World.


Grace, behind her, groaned. Cat spun toward her, heart in her throat, but Grace was sitting up groggily, looking tired and baffled. "They said pregnancy wrung you out, but wow, I didn't expect dropping uncons…" Her words fell into a confused frown as she saw Cat, and as some of what had happened earlier obviously came back to her. "Someone was…here?"


"My father."


"I didn't invite him in." Grace's eyebrows drew down far enough to look like she'd give herself a headache. "I don't think I invited him in? And…how did you get here…?" She glanced at the baby rattle she held, then back up at Cat, increasing uncertainty lining her face.


"You didn't use it. It would have dissolved, if you had. I was tracking him." Cat came back to Grace, crouching a few feet in front of her, the iron knife still dangling from her fingers. Grace stared at it in horror and Cat said, "Oh. Sorry," and put it away. "Are you okay?"


"I feel like that's a complicated question."


A brief smile ran across Cat's face. "Yeah, okay. Are you hurt?"


"No." Fear shot through Grace's whole body and she folded her hands over her belly. "Is the baby?"


"No. That's the last thing he wanted. Look, I'm really sorry, Grace, but whatever great guy you chose to be your baby daddy, he's not it. My dad paid somebody off to make sure you ended up carrying his child."


"Why?"


"Why you? Just bad luck for you, I think. Why a child, for him? Because he thought he could teach it to be what he wants it to be. Except I got in the way."


"You knew," Grace said after a long moment. "Back at the clinic, you knew it wasn't the man I'd chosen's baby."


"Yeah. And maybe I should have said something then. I don't know. But you sounded…" Cat closed her eyes, fighting an unexpected rise of emotion, then met Grace's eyes. "Honestly, you sounded like somebody prepared to be a great mom even if your kid wasn't what you expected, and…and I thought I could keep him away from you, so that you'd never even have to know. I'm sorry."


"Why did you think that?" Grace asked slowly. "He…I saw him appear in my driveway. Like magic. He said something, and I got so tired. Unnaturally tired." She frowned at Cat. "And you got from New York to Los Angeles in twenty minutes. What are you?"


"You'd probably call us elves. My mother was human, though."


Of all the questions Cat expected, the one Grace asked wasn't on the list. "What happened to her?"


Cat, very softly, said, "I don't know."


"Right." Grace wet her lips and stared at Cat in silence for a while. "This baby's your half-brother, then. Or half-sister."


Cat shifted her shoulders uncomfortably. "I just wanted you both to be safe."


"Why?"


"Because nobody was able to keep me safe." That, at least, was an easy one, albeit not an answer Cat had ever imagined giving anyone. 


Grace fell quiet again, obviously trying to absorb all of what she was hearing. Eventually, carefully, she said, "So this baby is a…half-elf? Not…human?"


"We don't call it elfland, or fairyland, or anything like that, ourselves, but it's the best I've got in human words. We call it the Torn, and this place, the World. Those like me—like your child—are half of the World, rather than being half-human or half-elf or half-troll or half…whatever. I was raised there, so I'm called Torn-born. Your child will be World-born."


"But magical?"


"Probably."


"This is...a lot."


Cat ducked her head and chuckled. "Yeah. It is. You're taking it very well."


"I'm not sure I'm processing it at all. That rattle you gave me…?"


"Is magic. It would have pulled me straight to your side, if you'd had the chance to use it."


"Because you want to keep us safe. From your mutual father." At Cat's nod, Grace said, "Okay," and went quiet again for a long minute. "I have to think about all of this."


"I know. Can I give you my phone number? Just in case you need to talk about anything? Or want to?"


"That seems like a really good idea." Grace got her phone and Cat put her number into it, all without rising from her crouch. The backs of her leather-clad knees were sweaty, but nothing much was new about that. Grace sat again, looking at the surface of the phone, and, without looking up, said, "Is it going to work? You keeping us safe from him?"


"Welp." Cat exhaled heavily. "Trouble is, that motherfucker can't keep his word to save his life. He can't lie, but he can promise something and not follow through, and I guess that's where we are right now. I'm going to go back to him," she said more quietly. "Give him another shot at my services, at keeping away from you."


"Why?"


"Because you and that baby deserve better than being tangled up with him, and I guess it doesn't matter whether he's an evil son of a bitch who can't keep his word. I can keep mine, and it'll help to protect you. After a while he might realize I'm always going to give him another chance, just to keep you safe, but I'll burn that bridge when I get to it."


"Cross," Grace corrected faintly.


"Oh no." Cat stood, finally. "No, I'm pretty sure it's gonna burn."

* * *


It took her father six days to make his way back from the Waste. Cat was waiting for him when he returned, sprawled across the chair in his sanctum, practical boots on his desk, eating an apple, studying the stories hidden in the walls.


She had eaten literally hundreds of apples in the past week, just to rock the casual, devil-may-care attitude of doing so when he arrived.


It was worth the gut rot she'd been paying for it, too. He stopped cold just inside the twisted arch of the entryway, rage contorting features that had long since lost their human glamour. His eyes veritably glowed with anger, cords standing out in his throat, and the best part was, he clearly had no idea what to say in the face of her audacity.


Cat gave him an absolutely withering once-over and drawled, "You look like hell, old man."


He whitened with fury and she smiled lazily in response. "Trouble traversing the Waste, hm? Well, look at it this way. I've heard if you survive it, you're destined for great things." 


"Get out. From behind. My. Desk." Her father stalked into the room, an entrance that would have been more impressive with recently-washed hair and clothes she couldn't smell from ten feet away. Still, she rose, not with the speed of a guilty child, but with the insouciant calm of a—


Well. Of a cat.


"Listen to me," she said softly. "I don't give one good goddamn shit about what you do in the Torn. Play your politics here all you like. Rise through the ranks, get stabbed in the back, fall to the muck, and do it all over again. I really don't care." Cat leaned across his desk at him, jabbing one finger toward his World-and-Waste-stained finery. "But if you ever cross to the World again, if you ever threaten that which I've vowed to protect, if you ever again besmirch the value of your own oath, you will discover I have allies, Father. You'll discover that I have power you can't even dream of. And you'll discover that I have little enough love for the Torn that I will raze it all in order to end you. Do not ever again imagine that I might be your puppet, you shit-heeled coward."


Her father, his voice low and trembling with rage, said, "You should not speak to me this way."


Cat took an Artifact from her pocket and held it up between her fingertips. A ring: hawk's eye, polished green with streaks of yellow, set in silver shaped from the Waste. Below the stone, a blood-filled hollow with a cunning pricking mechanism, to pierce skin and force a single drop into aelfen veins. "If you want to be able to tell lies, I'll speak to you any fucking way I want to."


Watching him decide was a delight that would warm her at night for years to come. Greed warred with pride and—as Cat had known it would—won. He reached to pluck the ring from her fingers, and she deliberately dropped it on his desk.


His reflexes were much worse than they should have been, and she heard the heavy Artifact bounce once, as she stepped away from the Torn.

* * *


Cat stood in the Waste a long time, listening to its oppressive silence, feeling its nothingness ghost across her skin. She knew where she was, within it; she always did. Her boots could take her anywhere with just a step or two; they always had.


But she had never had the opportunity to simply stand and feel and think, before. She had always been in too much of a hurry, trying not to get caught. Skirting around the edges of what was rightfully hers to traverse: she'd earned that, by surviving in the first place.


And now she'd earned the chance to actually enjoy what she'd proven herself worthy of. Not many others wanted to hang out in the Waste. None of them wanted to, if they'd been shoved into it the way she'd pushed her father in. She wouldn't have lost any sleep if he'd gotten lost here, but she'd been fairly certain he'd find his way out again, even without a map.


Savos had a map. A simple one, one that led back and forth to the Torn, although the Torn itself refused to remain in exactly the same place, always falling, slowly, farther away from the World. That had gotten Savos in trouble with the elemental; she would have to adapt, or the Torn would, without remorse or regret, wreck her.


Cat's map was so much more. Every step she'd taken, every path she'd traveled, lay burned into the back of her mind, but it meant nothing unless laid over the stuff of the Waste itself. It lay before her now, silver cords that traveled every which way across the emptiness. To her eyes, they were all but labeled: that cord led to Los Angeles, and the tiny thread off of it led directly to Grace's house. There lay New York, and all the networked shortcuts she'd taken back and forth across it. And this was the first step she'd taken with her boots, and its opposite end was the second. It gleamed a darker shade of silver at the far end, reaching out of time. The paths crossed themselves like snowy footprints on a field, but each of them told a story of its own to Cat.


Each of them, laid bare like this, finally truly showed her where she'd been.


The silhouette of a woman in her father's study told her where she needed to go.


Smiling, Cat stepped.
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    Excerpt: Stone's Throe


    I am, and have been for the best part of a century, a woman of some twenty-eight or thirty years. There is nothing terribly special about this, no mystery save that which has long since been explained: I, and others like me, born on the first day of the twentieth century, grew from ordinary children into what we came to call spirits—spirits of the century, each of us given to embody certain traits and aspects that we believe in, fight for, and hope to shape the world toward. It is as this spirit that I share my story.


    I remember my childhood as most of us do, naturellement: hazy and indistinct, punctured by moments extraordinary to myself, if not to those around me. My parents were kind but, as I grew to understand, desperate, and it is in their desperation that my story truly begins.


    * * *


    My father spoke the same words he always did when a certain light footstep was heard on the stairs: "Quiet. Quiet, Estelle. Don't sing for him right away. Amelia, go to the kitchen. Go, work on the bread. Your mother and I have to speak to the Benefactor. Go on now, like a good girl."


    It was the autumn of 1914, and war raged to the east of us. At times it even seemed to rage within the walls of our own small Montmartre apartment. It had not always been thus; indeed, it had not been thus until the war started and the Benefactor's visits became regular. Before then he was a specter, oft mentioned, barely seen, respected in the way that fear commands respect; even as a child I could see that in how my parents responded to him: warily, as though they were hungry dogs that did not trust the hand that fed them.


    Consequently, I had no interest in being a good girl: I wanted to meet the Benefactor about whom my parents were so reticent. I wanted to understand what it was in him that caused them to become stiff and formal when he appeared. But I was not yet quite old, or bold, enough to directly disobey my father, and so to the kitchen I went. Sadly, neither was I in the least suited to baking. Week after week the Benefactor visited; week after week I performed alchemy, making lead out of dough. Week after week I burnt the brick-like bread, and week after week we ate it, because Maman and Papa could not afford to replace what I baked so poorly.


    "I do not understand," I finally said to Maman one night, after some eight or ten months of the Benefactor's visits. That night we gnawed on bread softened by tart jam and sweet wine sauce, because it was not Sunday and there was no meat to be had. Potatoes made a pleasant contrast to the sauce soaking the bread. "How is he our benefactor if we cannot afford bread? What benefit is he to us?"


    Papa chuckled, and if it was forced, at fourteen I lacked the insight to hear it. "A benefactor is a complicated relationship, Amelia. He owns this flat. He owns many of the buildings in Montmartre, and it's his...beneficence...that allows us to live here. Your mother sings, and we stay."


    I held up my burnt bread. "We sing for our supper, is that it, Papa? Maman's voice is an angel's. Surely it's worth more than a roof over our heads and a crust of old bread. Why do you not sing for the opera, Maman? Why do you not sing at the fashionable clubs, as you did when you came to Paris?"


    My parents exchanged a glance before Maman smiled at me, a smile that promised all was well in the world. "I'm not as young as I once was, Amelia. Fashions change. We are fortunate to have the Benefactor's good will. Without it our lives would be very different indeed. Now eat your dinner, ma chérie, and do not worry yourself about our needs. They are well enough met."


    I set my jaw but lowered my eyes, unable to argue against the injustice I sensed. We ate our blackened bread, and I went to bed as I had been told, but in the morning I stole out to prowl the streets of Montmartre, seeking a way to redress my parents' poverty.


    I was turned away from the clubs, sometimes with sympathetic smiles, but more often with sarcastic ones. No one would tell me why Maman was no longer fashionable. To me she was nearly magical, brave and strong and gentle, the very embodiment of all that was good in a soul. She had left Ethiopia as hardly more than a girl, traveling through North Africa and across the Mediterranean Sea by selling not her body, but her voice. I knew by heart the stories and songs that had bought her passage through Italy, through Switzerland, and finally to the place I was born: la Ville-Lumière, the city of lights.


    There was no doubt that she was beautiful, with large black eyes and the long, slender bones of the Ethiope people. Her hair she wore in a shuruba, many braids along her finely shaped skull, loosening at her nape; it was a style of her country, and decades in Europe had not inspired her to adopt a more conventional style. Her skin was a shade of brown and red, as if gods had mixed together the colors of earth and sunrise to make her. Yes, she was beautiful, but—as if thinking the job only half done—those same gods had then mixed together la Nil's songbirds to give my Maman her voice. And yet not one club would have her sing for them, nor explain to me why.


    Even when I dared travel farther afield, going so far as to implore the opera house for an audition, I was turned away. I might have thought it was my age making me a laughingstock, save that every person I spoke to caught their breath and murmured, "Ah, Madame Stone," or "the voice of an angel," before remembering themselves. Even with these accolades escaping their lips, they would not hire her, nor offer me more than furtive excuses before their swift retreats.


    I had no further recourse beyond the opera house; I had chosen it for last because it was both the greatest prize and the most unlikely seeming to my young self. Denied its glory, I stood on its broad shallow steps, hands fisted at my sides, and scowled at Paris to keep myself from crying.


    That was how the Benefactor found me, a slight creature outgrowing a little girl's dress, but unable to afford something more suitable to my age. I did not remember being introduced to him, but he stopped his swift climb of the opera house steps and examined me. "Mademoiselle Stone, oui? Je suis Monsieur Laval, a friend of your parents."


    I replied, "Oui," stiffly, and curtsied even more stiffly. I did not want to see the Benefactor then, when I was at a loss and close to tears, for reasons of youthful vanity if nothing else. He was very handsome, the Benefactor, very handsome indeed, even if shockingly old; at least as old as Maman and Papa. His eyes were like Papa's, bright and intensely green, and his hair as black as Maman's. He was taller than Papa, though, and narrow through and through, like a knife cut of black shadow, for he wore black all the time, even in the bright spring sunshine that day. Always the finest wool, the finest linen, always with a splash of color at his throat or pocket: a cravat or kerchief in blue or red or green. His shoes shone even when he came in out of the rain, and the hem of his coat was never dirtied.


    "You look unwell, Miss Stone. May I be of assistance?"


    "No one will answer me," I replied, and to my horror, the confession flowed from me then, as did tears. I told him everything, how Maman could find nowhere to sing; how we were still poor despite his support; how I had tried for days to find employment for her and had been turned away everywhere without explanation. The Benefactor listened with gratifying attention to my woes, and I hardly knew that we had left the opera house until we stopped beneath a shady parasol and he bought me a sweet ice to calm my histrionics.


    "And your père?" he asked as the lemon flavored treat stung my tongue.


    I laughed with a bitterness I had not known I contained. "Maman and Papa think I don't know, but I have deduced it on my own. No one wants Papa, you see, because he is American, and the Americans have not joined the war. It is their way of punishing a whole country, though it is only we who suffer. He comes from a banking family and knows a great deal about finance. I can think of no other reason he should not be successful, than his nationality is held against him."


    I did not tell the Benefactor the rest, that Papa could not return to his banking family in America because he had been disowned long before my birth. Papa, broad-shouldered with thick gold hair and intelligent green eyes, had been sent to Europe to finish his education and to find a wealthy Parisian wife. Instead he had found my mother, an Ethiopian lounge singer, and not even my birth a few years later had softened his father's heart toward him.


    "You may be right," the Benefactor murmured thoughtfully, "but you are not entirely right, Miss Stone. You forget who holds Montmartre in his hand."


    "Le Monstre?" The sweet ice made me bold, and I scoffed. "Le Monstre is a fairy tale, monsieur. He is a name given to the injustice of wealth and poverty and to the barons who do anything in the name of profit with no care for the lives of the less fortunate. He is a shadow used by crime lords to demand tithes from the poor as a pretense of providing their safety. He does not lurk around dance halls and opera houses refusing singers jobs any more than la bête holds la belle in a castle in the woods. My parents have nothing to fear from stories, monsieur, and if you were the benefactor they call you, they would not have poverty to fear, either."


    Vivid amusement danced in the Benefactor's direct gaze as he looked down upon me. "You are opinionated, Miss Stone. Where did you learn to speak such radical thoughts?"


    I gaped at him, struck dumb in search of an answer. La vie de bohème was the world in which I was raised. Revolution and social justice were topics for passionate discussion amongst my parents' friends; they feared little, being hardly divorced themselves from the criminal underworld, so close in hand did artists and darkness run. They proclaimed allegiance to truth and beauty and named le Monstre aux Yeux Verts—the Green-Eyed Monster—as the very antithesis of all they loved. He was the very soul of jealousy and loathing, of pride and profit. He was the world we lived in personified, a cruel master who held these artistes' throats in his hands, and their defiance to that cold world was to pursue song and dance and art as if they did not fear it.


    "My thoughts are not radical," I finally said, "to the poor. Which you would know, monsieur, if you had ever been poor. If you are our benefactor, I beg you to act as one. Speak to the opera house on Maman's behalf; perhaps they will listen to you where they would not listen to me. You are wealthy and must have influence; find a position for Papa at a bank. Otherwise you are no good to us, and should leave my parents in peace."


    Amusement sparked in his eyes again, glittering through the most intense gaze I had ever encountered. "I will think on what you have to say, Miss Stone. I confess I have found this to be a most enlightening discussion, and I hope to continue it one day soon. For now..." His smile was as striking as his eyes. "For now, enjoy your ice. I shall visit your parents at the usual time next week."
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