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    When magic crashes through the Rift, Earth devolves into an apocalyptic nightmare. Survival becomes the only game in town, and college girl, Amy Carlton, learns she’s a more ruthless player than she ever imagined. 
 
    Magistrate Istvan signed up for the Faerene Migration knowing that the price of Earth’s future would be paid for in hellfire and blood. But the black griffin hadn’t anticipated humans accessing magic. 
 
    Now, a new and impossible bond must be forged between a Faerene invader and a human familiar. But first Istvan and Amy must survive to form the bond. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Note: “Faerene” refers to the many peoples of another world: the griffins, dragons, unicorns, werewolves, elves and ogres who've crossed to Earth. No prepper or survivalist could have been prepared for their arrival. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The pre-Faerene governments collapsed the day the Red Drake ate the failed Fukushima nuclear power plant. Three days after that, the internet went down. Television died a day later. Radio lasted three weeks and four days from the opening of the Rift. Within a month, communities across the globe were on their own. As technology failed, epidemics spread. After a nightmare six months, Earth’s human population had been reduced to one billion people. Survivors learned the statistic via a proclamation from their new overlord, Fae King Harold. “We can now begin rebuilding.” To a traumatized humanity, his words sounded like mockery. Humanity was wrong. Harold’s intentions were honest. 
 
    The Faerene who came through the Rift had a plan. Earth wasn’t the first world to be claimed after the shield that protected a healthy world tore. The Faerene knew what had to be done for a new society of mixed beings to be born and to flourish. What they hadn’t anticipated was for mages to begin appearing in the human population. That changed everything. 
 
    Amy Carlton would be one of those mages, but first she had to survive the Faerene Apocalypse. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Changing pee-soaked sheets is no one’s idea of a good time, but I’d be spending the whole summer at the camp, and winning the permanent staff’s approval by tackling a dirty job proficiently was a no-brainer. So, while the other volunteers for the first week’s camp were outside introducing city kids to the petting zoo that the camp manager had rounded up from neighboring farms, I stripped beds, disinfected plastic sheets, and carried my smelly basket-load to the laundry to set a couple of giant washing machines running. At the end of the summer I wanted a solid recommendation from the camp’s manager. With two years of college behind me, I was building my CV for my application to medical school. Volunteering at a camp for sick children would look good on it. As a bonus, I actually liked kids.  
 
    “Coffee?” Patti Gutenberg, the camp cook, called as I exited the laundry, which was opposite the kitchen. 
 
    “You’re an angel.” I shut the laundry door to muffle some of the machine noise. I took my coffee black and strong, which was just how Patti offered it. I swallowed some and sighed. “I’ve earned this coffee.” 
 
    “Six a.m. starts take some getting used to.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not the hour. I’m used to hitting the gym early. It’s the kids. One of them tried to flush a rubber ducky. Who would try to do that? I won’t give you the details on the rescue effort.” 
 
    Patti smiled. “Please don’t.” She was about twenty years older than me, carrying a bit of extra weight, but fit and active. She wore her blonde hair in a short, no-nonsense cut. 
 
    My hair was one of the few impracticalities I allowed in my life. It would be easier to manage if I cut it short, but I liked the weight of my long, black braid. When life got confusing, twisting my braid helped me think. 
 
    “Was it you shooting the bow and arrow, last night?” Patti asked. She had sandwiches, fruit and crackers assembled on trays ready to go when the kids tired of the petting zoo—or the animals tired of them. This seemed to be a downtime in her morning. She ate a broken cracker. 
 
    “Yeah. Don’t worry. My crossbow is safely locked away in Ramona’s office. The kids can run wild with those plastic bows and the foam-tipped arrows later.” 
 
    Patti waved aside my safety report. “That was some fine shooting. I’ve seen a few hunters who aren’t that skilled.” 
 
    I blushed at her praise. “A stationary target is easy.” 
 
    She nodded. “Still. It’s not the sort of skill I’d expect in a city girl.” The corners of her eyes crinkled. She was teasing me.  
 
    I finished my coffee in two big gulps and crossed to the sink to rinse out my mug. “City girls are deadly. You should see us at the Black Friday sales. We take no prisoners.” I stuck the mug in the industrial dishwasher. We both looked toward the sudden sound of excited shrieks and running footsteps. The kids were stampeding into the bathrooms to wash their hands. “I’ll help you carry the trays through to the dining room.” Then I’d finish making up the beds. 
 
    I was grateful to avoid the implied question of where I’d learned to use a crossbow. This might have been my first year as a camp volunteer, but during my childhood I’d spent every summer at a camp of some kind. After the age of nine, I’d chosen those camps with an eye to building my skills. Pro tip: if you’re going to be born to reluctant parents, choose wealthy ones. My parents were divorced, occasionally repartnered, and completely uninterested in parenting; but they raked in money as a technology firm CEO (Mom) and as a lawyer (Dad), and they were willing to spend that money on anything that got me out of their hair. I had a black belt in karate, possessed first aid training, and had benefited from classes in everything from swimming to cooking with a few random forays into weird things like alchemy and survivalist prepping. 
 
    I could have spent summer break volunteering overseas or pretending to acquire culture on a wander through Europe, but Pennsylvania had its own charm. Forest and farms. College was busy both academically and socially, and some alone-time hiking in the woods suited me just fine. 
 
    After morning break, the kids settled in for craft time, making paper kites that they could fly tomorrow. Discreetly, those who required physical treatments, received them now. After lunch, Ramona insisted on a quiet hour. That meant the children had to stay on their beds. They didn’t have to nap. They could read if they wanted. But the rule was “no talking”. 
 
    Us adults crept away so that we didn’t have to hear the rule breaking. 
 
    I used the hour to help set up a treasure hunt with two of the other volunteers. It was fun. We had clues and copies of a map, and there were minor prizes for everyone and a grand prize of an idiotic bleating sheep that looked a lot like the lambs the kids had petted that morning. The prize didn’t matter half as much as the game. 
 
    By dinnertime everyone was happily tired and I was a hundred percent convinced of my genius in volunteering at summer camp. I helped Patti tidy the kitchen after dinner, leaving Ramona and the others to settle the kids to watch a movie. I winced at a particularly loud screech from the living room, glad that I wasn’t the one refereeing the debate as to which movie to watch. 
 
    Patti turned up the volume on the small television that sat on a corner of the kitchen counter. 
 
    The journalist’s weird reporting caught my attention. “…while a dragon was filmed climbing the Eiffel Tower.” 
 
    I swiveled to gawk at the television. Sure enough, a green dragon was onscreen clambering up the Eiffel Tower in Paris. The City of Romance’s lovely lighting turned the dragon a stunning shade of emerald. I whistled. “Expensive special effects.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Patti responded uncertainly.  
 
    The news reported other unlikely happenings. There was an ogre on the march in Tokyo, a griffin flying above Sydney, and a unicorn ran through London. A red dragon landed in Times Square, New York, looked around, yawned, then flew away; launching into the air with a colossal downdraft as it flapped massive, leathery wings. 
 
    “It can’t be real,” I said. “None of those things are possible.” 
 
    Patti had been drying her hands on a red-checked tea towel. Now, she draped it deliberately over the edge of the sink. “I don’t know about that, but I think it’s time I was heading home.” She lived locally, and it had been a long day, so there was nothing odd about her statement; only her tone. She sounded awkward and worried. “Goodnight, Amy.” 
 
    “’Night, Patti.” 
 
    One of the volunteers sidled in from the living room. She gripped a phone tightly, waving it in my direction. “Did you see the dragon? It can’t be real.” 
 
    The outside door closed behind Patti, its automatic lock engaging with a loud click. 
 
    “Of course it can’t be real,” I said. 
 
    Ramona walked in. “It’s a stupid prank, but I’ve already gotten the first phone call from a worried parent. They’re driving up to collect their girl, tonight.” 
 
    “Emma’s parents,” I guessed. The mother had clung, not wanting to leave her little girl, although Emma had been thrilled to be at camp. 
 
    “They’ll just be the beginning,” Ramona said. Injured in the line of duty, she’d taken early retirement from the Baltimore police force. Her years as a cop had given her a cynical, realistic view of people. “It takes less than you’d think for people to freak out and behave irrationally.” She ignored her ringing phone for another few seconds. “Thank goodness we locked away the kids’ phones or their parents would be ringing and scaring them. But prepare for a difficult night.” 
 
    I nodded, unsure what I could actually do to prepare.  
 
    The other volunteer didn’t respond at all. She was glued to her phone. 
 
    Ramona grinned wryly at me. “Can’t confiscate an adult’s phone. Hello?” She finally answered her phone as she headed for her office. 
 
    I grabbed my own phone from the pocket of my shorts and flicked through messages. Nothing from my parents, but my friends were peppering me with their exclamations of shock and amusement. I glanced toward the living room. I was partly responsible for the children in there innocently watching a movie. Instead of amusing myself with the sightings of fantastic beasts, I called up a reliable news feed. Ramona had opened my eyes. No matter what the perpetrators of this elaborate prank had intended, the consequences were what mattered. 
 
    Emma’s parents arrived first. An hour after they departed, the news reported a riot in Los Angeles. There was looting. In fact, judging by the determined, organized behavior of the looters, the looting was the point of the riot. A firebird observed everything from the roof of an office tower. Its glowing wings were a fiery point of light that matched cars set on fire on the street. 
 
    How were the pranksters covering the globe with their realistic creations? 
 
    There were vampires sighted dancing in Rio and turning into bats, a sphinx toured the pyramids of Giza, more ogres tramped through Japan, and a kraken flopped a long-tentacled limb onto the streets of Hong Kong. 
 
    More riots broke out, not just in America, and not all with looting as their intent. People demanded government action. Politicians demanded the pranksters reveal themselves and confess and, most of all, stop their criminal stupidity. 
 
    The night lived down to Ramona’s expectations. Parents arrived at all hours to collect their children; waking those who’d managed to fall asleep despite being baffled by why parents of other children were arriving in a flurry of panic and tears. 
 
    By midday the next day the camp was empty of children. All the other volunteers had fled, as well, returning to their homes in various cities. 
 
    I couldn’t comprehend their illogical behavior. I sat on the porch steps of the main house as the last of the volunteers drove away. “The cities are where the trouble is.” 
 
    “And their families and familiar things.” Ramona walked heavily up the steps and collapsed onto the porch swing. 
 
    I swiveled on my butt to face her. Dusty jeans didn’t even rate as a problem. Like Ramona, I’d been awake all night. “They’d be better off waiting here for things to settle down.” 
 
    Patti leaned against a railing. “What if they don’t settle down? What if those things are real?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. I’d considered her a sensible person. “They can’t be. Magic isn’t real.” 
 
    She looked across the valley, across the open field mowed short for children to play on, to the apple orchard on the far side of the snaking road. “There was a video of that dragon eating a missile. The air force scrambled three jets to take out the dragon. Instead, it ate a missile, then vanished.” 
 
    I wanted to say that the video had to be faked, except that lots of people had recorded the action over Washington DC, including television reporters.  
 
    “The children are sick.” Ramona stayed on topic, focused on what mattered to her heart. “It makes sense that their parents want them near trusted medical care. Dr. Fayed is good, but he’s a GP. He and his office aren’t set up for long term, specialized treatment.” She put her hands on her knees and pushed herself up. “I’ll cancel next week’s camp. Maybe the one after, just to be safe.” 
 
    “The Summer of the Dragons,” I muttered. 
 
    “And everything else,” Patti said. “It makes me worry about the creatures we haven’t seen yet.” 
 
    Her taking this so seriously, as if the impossible was real, worried me. However, I was more concerned with securing my immediate future. According to one of my history teachers back in high school there’s a tipping point at which time anarchy becomes easier than restoring order. I didn’t think we were teetering there yet, not with police holding the line in the cities and National Guards backing them up. But it seemed prudent to stay somewhere safe, like right here. 
 
    What I realized, though, was that I had no allies here. I was an unknown, my purpose in town vanishing with the exodus of the children back to their homes. If things did get bad, I needed to have an established place, a reason for being here and a reason to be accepted. 
 
    Five years ago, one of my camp counsellors had been a prepper. He’d also been an ex-soldier. It had been a boot camp style of thing; one where I’d widened my fighting style from karate to brawling. Vance had told us that in a disaster situation we shouldn’t trust anyone and that we had to accept that no one would trust us. “You’ll have to prove yourselves. Prove that you’re worth saving, prove that you’re worth feeding. Work out the skills you have and the allies you need. Then act to survive.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands down my jeans. Vance had been clear. Resources got used up, but the skills you brought to the table remained. I was young, healthy, and ready to work. “Patti, I’d like to hang around here for the summer even if the camp remains closed. Is there anyone who’d take me on? I’m a hard worker. I just need somewhere to stay and three meals a day. I can garden, wait tables, clean.” 
 
    My request brought her attention back from her study of the valley. She frowned as she focused on me. “Don’t you have family you want to—” She flinched at whatever she read in my expression. 
 
    I had phoned Mom and Dad. Each call had gone through to voice mail. Neither had returned my calls, but my bank balance had increased. Apparently, dragon sightings didn’t change their default response of silencing me—or their parental guilt—with money. 
 
    Patti spoke slowly, perhaps considering possibilities and consequences. “My Aunt Stella could do with some help. Not that she’d ever admit it, although she saw seventy several years ago. She’s a courtesy aunt. Has a house on the edge of town. It could do with some tidying up, and the garden has gotten away from her since Uncle Bud passed on.” Surprisingly, she smiled. “Actually, I think you and Aunt Stella would get along. She doesn’t believe in all this ‘dragon rubbish’ either.” 
 
    I bit back my comment that no one sensible did. 
 
    “All right.” Patti straightened and tugged the back of her shirt down from where it had ridden up. Her t-shirt in the camp colors was a size too small. “Follow me into town and I’ll introduce you to Aunt Stella. Stella Thornton.” 
 
    I had my gear, crossbow included, in my SUV. The rugged vehicle wasn’t exactly environmentally friendly, but it was great for transporting loads of friends, coping with icy streets, and generally making me feel safe. I climbed into it and followed Patti’s red sedan through the small town of Apfall Hill. I already knew that the town didn’t hold much. The library had closed some time ago judging by the weeds growing up around the old brick building. A drug store remained open adjacent to the doctor’s surgery, a convenience store looked like it would close any day, but the diner was freshly painted and had customers pulling in for lunch as I drove past.  
 
    A garage specializing in muscle cars and a beauty salon that advertised cheap cuts for men, women and children and “pet grooming by arrangement” completed the businesses on Main Street. Apfall Hill wasn’t a dying town. It had an elementary school and an Episcopalian Church that actually had a resident priest. However, the town wasn’t thriving, either. It simply held its own. 
 
    Patti’s red sedan slowed. She turned into a graveled driveway, belatedly switching on her indicator. We drove on past the house and parked out back in front of a red barn that had a collection of sheds huddling either side of it. 
 
    With the car engines off, the silence was loud. I got out and studied the house. It was larger than I’d expected, with two stories plus an attic.  
 
    “It’s getting on for two centuries old,” Patti said with a note of affectionate pride in her voice. “It’s a great old house.” 
 
    “Costs a fortune to heat.” A woman strode out of the barn. She was a gaunt woman, almost as tall as me. She wore a gray cardigan over a green cotton dress, and socks with her sandals. Her gray hair was cut in the same short practical style as Patti’s. Her blue eyes locked on me. 
 
    “Hi, Aunt Stella. I’ve brought you a worker. Amy Carlton was a volunteer at Ramona’s camp. The parents have all retrieved their children, so we’re out of a job. Amy’s looking for room and board for the summer in exchange for helping you around the place.” 
 
    Stella hacked a cough of disagreement. “The girl’ll be back at the camp soon as everyone rediscovers their commonsense. This dragon nonsense is bunkum.” 
 
    “I don’t think it is, Aunty.” 
 
    Stella and I shared a look of impatience for Patti’s gullibility. That seemed to decide Stella. “Room and board in exchange for help with the garden.” 
 
    I didn’t think Stella was being overly trusting. As a camp volunteer, Ramona had already screened me, and Patti was implicitly vouching for my willingness to work. 
 
    The front yard hadn’t shown much of a garden. There were big trees, a flourishing if untidy lawn, and a few rose bushes along the front of the house. The barn and sheds had to be hiding whatever garden Stella referred to. 
 
    I accepted the job, sight unseen. 
 
    “Unload your gear,” Stella directed. “You can have Gramma’s room.” 
 
    Patti smiled at us. “I’ll leave you to get acquainted.” 
 
    I had two duffel bags and my crossbow kit, and carried them all easily enough. The duffel bags were light, holding only my camp uniform of green t-shirts and khaki shorts, hiking gear, a spare sweater, underwear and toiletries. 
 
    Stella eyed the crossbow, but didn’t comment. 
 
    I was busy assessing the garden revealed as we passed the last shed. This was no flower garden. I stared out at the biggest vegetable garden I’d ever seen. In the beds nearest the house seedlings showed sturdy and green. Beyond them, the soil in two more beds had been turned over, but either hadn’t been planted or else the seeds were still to sprout. And beyond those beds, far more were overgrown with new green shoots pushing through last year’s weeds. 
 
    Stella laughed. “Rethinking the job, girl?” 
 
    I readjusted my grip on the crossbow kit. “No. Just rethinking my wardrobe.” The camp uniform wouldn’t hold up to this level of gardening and I only had a single pair of hiking trousers and shirt. Nor did I want to ruin my nicely worn-in hiking boots by gardening in them. I needed to go shopping. 
 
    The screen door on the porch banged shut behind us as we entered the kitchen. It was an old-fashioned space dominated by a massive oak table that served as workspace, storage space and eating area. 
 
    “Back stairs.” Stella pointed. “But I don’t use them. Nasty, steep and narrow.” She led the way along a hallway to the main stairs that faced the front door. This staircase was wide and well-crafted, each step at just the right height for a person to run up and down without tripping.  
 
    “Gramma’s room” turned out to be a large front bedroom with a view through the trees back toward town. 
 
    “You’ll want to clean it a bit.” Stella opened the armoire’s doors and peered inside, before turning away, leaving the armoire open; presumably so that I could stow my few clothes. 
 
    The room wasn’t dirty, just dusty. Once I’d wiped down the furniture I expected that the dark walnut wood of the matching bedroom set would gleam. The floor would need a mop after I’d swept it. As for the bed…fortunately, the dusty cotton bedspread looked machine washable. “I’ll wash the linens, if that’s all right?” 
 
    “There’s clean bedding in the hall cupboard beside the bathroom.” 
 
    I followed Stella out of the room to finish the tour. Her room occupied the other front room of the second floor and we were to share the bathroom at the back. 
 
    “I need to buy a few things,” I said. 
 
    She gave the same hacking, scornful laugh I’d heard outside the barn. “I doubt it’s a good time to go shopping. People will be panic buying.” 
 
    “Not where I’m planning to go.” I agreed with her assessment. Going into any reasonable-sized city or big box store would be inviting trouble. But there was another option in the opposite direction to the county seat. “Appletonia.” 
 
    Her cough was extra loud. “Only rich tourists shop there.” 
 
    I smiled without humor. “I qualify. My mom and dad are rich. I can afford Appletonia.” And since I’d done my research on the area around the camp before I volunteered, I knew that the expensive tourist town had the sort of artisanal stores that would stock what I needed. 
 
    “Huh.” Stella stared at me. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Pardon,” she corrected me. “I’ll go with you to Appletonia. We’ll take the back roads.” She vanished into her room, and re-emerged a minute later with a large, beige handbag. She hadn’t changed out of her sandals and socks. 
 
    I smothered a grin, respecting her independent attitude, if not her style.  
 
    Ten minutes later the house was locked up, I’d been given my own key, and we were in my SUV and on our way to spend my parents’ guilt money. 
 
    Stella directed me to park outside a crystals and herbs store. “I’ll be in there.” She nodded at the window display of dreamcatchers and incense holders. “Come find me when you’re ready.” 
 
    The New Age-y store seemed an unlikely destination for my new boss, but I agreed I’d find her in a couple of hours, and set about ticking off a few items on my mental shopping list. 
 
    I entered the cobbler’s store first. A sturdy pair of boots met my requirements for functionality rather than fashion. I also bought a pair of simple leather sandals and out-of-season but beautifully embroidered sheepskin-lined boots. I threw them in the back of the SUV and entered the leatherwork store next. All I needed in it were tough gloves for gardening. I got three pairs, and tried on a full-length leather coat like cowboys wore in old movies. The leather was supple and oiled on the outside to make it water resistant. It was a bit big for me, but that meant I could wear layers beneath it in winter. I bought it and a matching hat, then couldn’t resist the practicality and workmanship of two large leather satchels. 
 
    So far none of the storekeepers had mentioned dragons or anything else. We’d spoken about the weather—always a safe topic of conversation—and they’d processed my payments without problem. I ducked into a candy store and bought an insane amount of hard boiled candies, justifying the purchase because the jars they came in were gorgeous. The back of my SUV was getting full even before I bought extra arrows at the blacksmith’s and two throwing knives. 
 
    The natural fibers clothing shop was the real reason I’d driven to Appletonia. They had an excellent website and I’d intended to buy a few things here during the summer. I scooped up cotton and silk underwear, plus socks, and piled them on the counter before going in search of durable trousers. Their drawstring waists were practical, and I found similarly styled trousers at the back of the store but made of wool rather than hemp fiber. I didn’t bother trying anything on, but grabbed three pairs of those, too. I could lounge around in them back at college. Cotton trousers with a slimmer cut caught my eye. I added two of them to the pile on the counter. The shop assistant began ringing things up and folding them. Cotton t-shirts, hemp t-shirts, three woolen sweaters, two long-sleeved tops and…I forced myself to stop. The total was already an eye-watering amount. 
 
    The shop assistant beamed at me as if I was her long-lost sister. “We have dresses…” 
 
    So I succumbed to temptation and added a few more tops, a couple of skirts and three dresses. It was completely and utterly over the top, but I refused to feel guilty about my buying spree. I dropped all the clothes on the back seat and straightened. 
 
    Stella was watching me through the crystal store’s window. 
 
    I held up a hand, fingers spread, and mouthed five minutes. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I ran across the street to the candle store. A heady mix of scented oils and beeswax assaulted me. I bought a range of candleholders and so many candles that I’m sure the store owner thought I was a panic buyer. I wasn’t. The candles would make nice gifts when I returned to college. 
 
    I beeped the car unlocked, and Stella opened a rear door. “Thanks.” I placed the candles on the floor and checked that they were secure. Some of the roads back to Apfall Hill had sharp bends. 
 
    “I bought a few things as well,” Stella said. 
 
    I surveyed the crowded interior of my SUV. “We’ll find room.” I carried out a couple of boxes for her. They were taped shut, so I had no idea what was in them, but they were surprisingly light despite their bulk. 
 
    The final box held small potted plants and skinny twigs. “Cuttings,” Stella said. “I’ll hold them.” In fact, we stashed them in her foot well. 
 
    Back at the farmhouse, she stopped me carrying my purchases up to my room. “Leave them in the kitchen for now. Have you ever cleaned a house, Amy?” 
 
    “No.” My response was a bit too loud due to my embarrassment. 
 
    “You need to start at the top,” Stella said. “You’re only doing one room, but it’s the same principle. After lunch, I’ll find you a cobweb broom. Ceiling first, then the light fixture, brush down the walls. You’d wash them down if you were doing a thorough job, but this is just for the summer. Dust down the furniture, and only then, sweep and mop the floor. Leave the bedspread on till you’re finished, and you can run it through the machine, tomorrow.” 
 
    It was only one room, but cleaning it was a surprising work-out. But the sense of satisfaction at the end of it was immense. The bedspread, along with the curtains, had been banished to the laundry for washing in the morning. The bed was made up with clean sheets and blankets. The windows and dressing table mirror sparkled, the furniture was freshly polished and the wooden floor gleamed. 
 
    Stella found a braided rug for beside the bed. 
 
    I was filthy though. I showered before I put away my clothes in the armoire and stored my toiletries in the dressing table. By then, Stella had dinner ready. She ate early, but I was more than ready for it. Last night, parents arriving and departing with their children had kept me from sleep. Add in the afternoon’s exercise and an early night sounded good. 
 
    I cleared away after a tasty chicken stew. There was no dishwasher in the house—or as Stella said, there was me. 
 
    Afterwards, I collapsed onto a sofa in the living room. Stella sat in a recliner, knitting. The television was on, but I was so tired I didn’t focus on it, initially. When I did, it was to see fires burning. California. Summer was barely beginning and the drought-ravaged state was burning. 
 
    A dragon swooped in, lighting a massive line of fire across the dry forest that edged a suburban enclave. 
 
    My heart jumped and my stomach knotted. The pranks had just escalated if the creations were going to be used to burn homes. How were they doing this? 
 
    “The blue dragon saved thousands of lives and hundreds of homes by back-burning…” 
 
    I stared at the television as the reporter explained how the line of flames had halted the out of control wildfire in its blazing path toward the houses. “Stella…” 
 
    The clicking of her knitting needles stopped.  
 
    I turned my head slowly, as if it would fall off if I moved fast. “They’re real, aren’t they? Patti was right. This one controlled a wildfire. The red one over Washington ate a missile. It wasn’t an elaborate prank. Isn’t. There are creatures of magic in our world.” 
 
    “I don’t want to believe it.” Her fingers curled into the soft wool of whatever she was knitting. “But I think we have to accept that everything has changed.” 
 
    We both looked back at the television screen. The news was showing a montage of monsters. 
 
    “Are you staying for the whole summer?” Stella asked me. 
 
    Where else could I go? I had no ideas for a safer place to ride out the changes. I felt lost and alone. “If you’ll have me.” 
 
    She nodded. “You have youth. I have hard-earned experience. Neither of us has anyone else.” 
 
    I blinked. “You have Patti, her family…” 
 
    “They have each other and their own homestead to look after.” She picked up her knitting needles, again. The soft clicking sounded so untroubled. “Tomorrow, we’ll start preparing. Get some sleep.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Food and physical security.”  
 
    I tried to crunch my corn flakes quietly as Stella outlined her plans for the day. Clearly, while I’d crashed out as soon as my head hit the pillow, she’d spent the night hours thinking. 
 
    “We’ll expand the vegetable garden,” she said. “And the orchard is in fair condition even if I’ve neglected it the past couple of years. I’ve been relying on Angus next door for eggs. He raises rare breed poultry. But we need our own hens. And pigs. I’ll check the sty for how it’s holding up. Pigs are the devil for getting out, but they’re excellent for turning food scraps into meat. If we could get the field plowed this week, we’d have a chance to get oats in. I’ll ask Jake Seeborne.” 
 
    She had a long list of scribbled notes beside her plate of toast. She’d been tapping it with her spoon, but now she pointed the spoon at me. “What skills do you have? I saw the crossbow. Can you use a gun?” 
 
    “I’ve had firearms training. Pistol, rifle and shotgun.” I pushed away my empty cereal bowl and picked up a slice of toast. “My parents didn’t have time for me. I’m not saying that to grizzle. They didn’t, don’t, have time for me, but they had money to pay for other people to keep me occupied. Anything I was interested in learning, I learned. And then there were summer camps. I can ride a horse or dirt bike. I can shoot a gun or use my crossbow, but I’ve never had to shoot a person. I think I could if I had to—to protect myself or someone vulnerable.” 
 
    The toast—or the topic—dried my mouth. I gulped some coffee. “I can cook. I know how to preserve fruit and vegetables by canning or drying or pickling. I have first aid and CPR certificates, a black belt in karate, and when I go fishing, I’ve been taught to clean my own catch. When the world settles down.” I couldn’t believe it wouldn’t. “I’m going to continue my education. I plan to be a doctor.” 
 
    “GP?” 
 
    “Psychiatrist,” I answered. And as her eyebrows soared. “Not to fix myself. The crazy ways people think and act interest me.” 
 
    “Fair enough. To sum up, you have a surprising number of pioneer skills, and I reckon you’re willing to learn.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But there’s only two of us.” Stella had finished her breakfast. She watched me eat the last of the toast. “We require at least one more person if we need to defend this house and the food we’re growing.” 
 
    I sucked in a loud breath because that was preparing for the worst with a vengeance. 
 
    “We’re in the country, but we’re relatively close to major towns and cities. I expect the town will organize some sort of defense if the situation gets that bad, but I’d like us to be prepared. Independent.” 
 
    I thought about independence. “I mentioned my first aid training. If people need help, if the doctor needs support, I’d want to help.” 
 
    “Good. We’re on the same page. If we’re to help others, we need to be standing on solid ground. Get our house in order and we’ll have the time and energy to look beyond the fence line. Don’t underestimate how hard farm work is.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised soberly.  
 
    She nodded approval. “If you’ll do the breakfast dishes, I’ll contact Jake to see if he can plow the field this week.” She watched me gather our few plates and mugs. “Then we’ll go see Mike at the garage. I knew his parents, God rest their souls. He’s a good man for all that his time in the army left him a bit rough. His first concern will be his family. He has children your age. If they come home, he’ll look after them. But it’s the men who hang around his garage that we’re after. Military veterans. We’ll ask Mike for a reference. One or two who’d fit in here and be willing to share protecting the place and lending some muscle in exchange for room and board. They’ll want to see us, and we’ll want to see them, so you’ll be coming with me.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She crossed to where the landline hung on the wall. Her hand hovered over the phone for a second. “Are you scared of dogs?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It would be an idea to borrow one of Mike’s junkyard dogs.” It was a comment to herself. 
 
    I cleaned the dishes and left them to drain, while Stella successfully negotiated for Jake to plow the field tomorrow. The washing machine had finished its cycle. I pulled out the bedspread and put the curtains in, grateful that the machine was a large one. There was no dryer, though. The bedspread was a heavy, awkward weight as I draped it over a clothesline and pegged it in place. 
 
    Stella locked the back door and we took her car into town. The car was practically a vintage model, predating newfangled things like air-conditioning and electric windows. She drove cautiously. 
 
    I had plenty of time to study the unpretentious houses that made up the town and how shabby some of them looked. I remembered one of my college lectures. A lot of poverty hid in rural areas. “Stella, if there’s anything we need, I have money. I’d rather spend it than do without.” 
 
    She cocked her head, but didn’t glance in my direction. The quiet road apparently required all of her attention. “I’ll remember.” 
 
    Noticing her white knuckled grip on the steering wheel, I made a mental note to be the one to drive in future. 
 
    Mike’s garage was open when Stella parked in its front yard. Three dogs barked at us as we got out of the car. 
 
    “Shut it,” a middle height, middle aged, bald man yelled. “Sorry, ladies. ’Morning, Stella.” His gaze flicked over me, but not in a rude way, more like he was assessing me. His gaze lingered on the ball cap I’d chosen to wear, the one from my summer camp uniform. It helped to place me as at least transiently attached to the town. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    There were two men working in the garage, one lingering outside it smoking a cigarette, and two more strolling through the junkyard where the dogs were shut in. 
 
    “Can we talk privately?” Stella asked. 
 
    Mike’s eyes narrowed, but that was the only indication of surprise he gave. “My office.” 
 
    The two men who’d been bent over an engine gave us sideways looks.  
 
    The smoker ground out his cigarette and tossed it in a can. He was a bit younger than Mike, probably in his early forties, and unlike with Mike, there was no flab covering his muscle. He was tall, dark haired and intimidating. 
 
    Inside the office, Stella introduced me briefly, and laid out her requirements for a decent man who’d be willing to shoot others in order to protect the homestead. 
 
    Mike leaned back in his chair. “Damn dragons. Never thought I’d be glad my boys didn’t follow me into the army, but I am now. Things like this, something too big for people to grasp, the idiots in Washington will send in the troops. Although where they’d send them is the question, isn’t it?” He didn’t look at us for answers. “Alston is the one you want. Alston Graves. Everyone calls him Digger.” 
 
    Gravedigger. What passed for humor sometimes was plain sad. 
 
    “He was the one smoking out front.” 
 
    Stella looked at me, checking that I’d be all right with sharing the house with the man. 
 
    Alston was intimidating, but he didn’t give me a bad vibe. I nodded slightly. 
 
    “Digger’s got a dog. He’ll want to bring it with him.” 
 
    “A dog would be a bonus,” Stella said. 
 
    Mike nodded. “My boys are making their way home. You know how they brawl when they’re all together?” 
 
    “Yes,” Stella said. Her tone made it clear that brawling was an understatement. 
 
    “How’d you feel about housing Jarod?” 
 
    “Pick of the bunch,” Stella replied smartly. 
 
    Mike grinned, showing nicotine-stained teeth. “He was always your favorite. And you with him. I’ll send him over when he gets here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mike.” 
 
    “You’re good people, Stella. I’ll tell Digger that. Will you wait here while I talk to him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mike strode out of his office with new energy. 
 
    Stella watched him. “People need plans and hope. And don’t worry about Jarod. You’ll like him. He might be trouble, but there’s not a mean bone in his body, and his romantic entanglements are with men, not women.” She looked at me then. “That bother you?” 
 
    “Reassures me.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    I flicked through messages and news on my phone, but felt strangely divorced from my friends’ hashtags and humor concerning dragons and other magical creatures. They all seemed to think that the government would resolve the situation, whatever the situation was. I put my phone away. I was less inclined to believe in easy solutions. 
 
    Alston Graves walked into the office, shoulders straight, footsteps almost silent. “Mrs. Thornton?” 
 
    “Stella.” 
 
    He nodded. “Mike says you live in the old farmhouse with the green roof. Nice place, but no near neighbors. If you’re willing to house my dog as well as me, I’m happy to provide protection. I served twenty years in the army. I can kill if I have to.” 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    He noticed. He’d said what he did to judge our reactions. 
 
    Stella remained unflustered. “As long as your dog recognizes us as friends, it’s welcome in the back porch through summer and we’ll find it an out of the way place in the kitchen for winter. I’m not having it wandering the house adding to our cleaning.” 
 
    “Fair.” Digger held out his hand. 
 
    Stella shook it. 
 
    Then he held out his hand to me. His clasp was firm, but not meant to hurt. He was taking my measure as he stared at me. There was a pale scar slicing down from the end of his left eyebrow. “Allies.” 
 
    I smiled. “The same term occurred to me, yesterday. Happy to meet you.” 
 
    “Not allies,” Stella said. “Till this dragon situation sorts itself out, we’re family. No one comes before the three of us.” 
 
    There was a weight but also a reassurance to her pronouncement. “Family,” I said tentatively. 
 
    Digger was just old enough to be my father. Perhaps he thought that, too, or just sensed my nervousness. “Family,” he said firmly. “You’d better come meet Tabby.” 
 
    The large brindled dog was no particular breed, just massive. Her loyalty to Digger was obvious, but she deigned to sniff Stella and my hands, and to accept her master’s statement that we were friends.  
 
    “I’ll join you at the house,” Digger said. “I need to collect my gear.” 
 
    I waited till we were in Stella’s car and slowly accelerating away before I spoke. “I like him. I bet he was a sergeant in the army.” There’d been a guy like him at one of the camps I’d attended. He was accustomed to giving orders, but reasonable orders. I didn’t mind doing as Stella and Digger said. They’d have to sort out between them who was boss. Probably Stella, unless and until we had an emergency. With all the work and unknowns in front of us, I anticipated I’d have plenty of opportunity to use my initiative whoever was boss. 
 
    Back at the house, I hung out the curtains from my room to dry and put on a load of sheets to freshen. Washing machines and me were becoming best friends. Stella had promised Digger room and board, and it was obvious that his expertise and muscle could be put to better use than in cleaning his room. It made sense to clean both of the two remaining bedrooms, since Jarod would turn up at some point. 
 
    Digger found me balancing on a stepladder, taking down the curtains in his room. 
 
    “Leave your gear outside the door till I’ve finished cleaning,” I suggested. 
 
    “Thanks for this.” He sounded a fraction less assured than usual. 
 
    I grinned at him. “Stella has plans for you. There’s a tiller that needs some help starting, and then, garden beds to turn over. I figured you could handle that better than me.” 
 
    “I guess I’ve got my orders.” 
 
    We all met up over lunch, which Stella put together. The ham and salad sandwiches were good, but the chocolate chip cookies were heaven. I ate heartily. I couldn’t work out who was dirtier: Digger from the garden or me from cleaning two bedrooms. Digger’s room had been relatively easy, but with Jarod’s I’d had to carry a lot of junk up to the attic before I could even begin cleaning. 
 
    I spent the afternoon in the garden under Stella’s supervision and discovered that spreading fertilizer over the newly turned garden beds so that Digger could till them a final time won the dirty jobs title. The fertilizer was well-aged fowl manure from the farmer next door. After that, a shower and clean clothes was essential so that the washing drying on the line stayed clean when I brought it in. 
 
    Digger put the tiller away and showered before helping me hang the curtains.  
 
    I left him to make up his bed, and went to make up what would be Jarod’s. I collapsed backwards on it. I was exhausted and it wasn’t even dinnertime. I pulled out my phone and checked the news. More creatures had been sighted in different places. There were more riots and even regime changes in some countries as political and social unrest burst out under the pressure of our collective uncertainty.  
 
    What did these creatures mean? What did they want? How were things going to change? 
 
    There were no messages from my parents, and my friends were still exclaiming and being clever, or else—like me—going silent. Everything was too uncertain. Concentrating on physical tasks reduced my anxiety. We were in a waiting period, but getting ready for the worst. 
 
    I heaved myself up off Jarod’s bed and went downstairs to see about dinner, but Stella had everything under control. A chicken was roasting in the oven. 
 
    Tabby was as close as she could get to the action, sitting on the porch-side of the kitchen’s security mesh door. Her short ears pricked up when she saw me. 
 
    “Hey, Tabby.” We’d made friends through the afternoon as she supervised our gardening activities. From wary acceptance, I was now one of her pack. Tummy rubs were allowed. 
 
    Her tail wagged in response to my greeting. 
 
    I’d never had a pet. It was interesting how the dog’s happiness in seeing me made me happy. 
 
    “She’s a good dog,” Stella said. “Ugly as sin, but a loyal temperament. There you are.” The last sentence was for Digger, not his dog. “There’s whisky in the top cupboard. I don’t hold with drunkenness, but this isn’t a teetotaler’s house.” 
 
    “I don’t drink while on active service. This feels like active service.” 
 
    And just like that, the relaxed vibe vanished. 
 
    “Forty minutes till dinner,” Stella said. “Time for a council of war.” She got a pitcher of iced tea out of the fridge and poured us all glasses.  
 
    We carried them out to the porch, joining Tabby, who lay down happily at Digger’s feet. He and Stella sat on sturdy wooden rocking chairs. I sat on an old cane chair with a thin cushion. It was satisfying to look through the porch screens and view our work. The garden beds were tidy now and the air smelled of fresh dirt. 
 
    “Bud, my late husband, preferred the taste of our well water to the town supply. The windmill pumps water up to the tank sufficient to supply the house, the garden, and livestock. If we imagine the worst happens and electricity and other supplies are cut, we’ll have water. Amy bought up candles like they were going out of fashion.” 
 
    I blushed. 
 
    “Which is good. We’ll have light through winter. What we need is wood for the cooking stove and the living room fireplace. If we keep those two fires burning and the doors open, the pipes won’t freeze. There’s also an old copper in the laundry. Heating water in it for washing and bathing might become necessary. There ought to be an old tub in one of the sheds that we can clean up and haul into the laundry. Cold showers are fine in summer, but I’m too old to suffer them in winter.” 
 
    I didn’t welcome the thought of a cold shower any time of year, but I stayed silent. 
 
    “The sheds, barn and attic all need to be gone through. There’ll be things in there we can use, but they can wait. Garden and security, first. We’ll all work on the garden, under my direction. Digger is in charge of security. Amy and I will go through the pantry and basement together to assess our food situation and plan meals. I wouldn’t say I’m a hoarder, but what the garden provides, I don’t like to waste, so we have food enough till harvest even if we don’t get other supplies.” 
 
    “Toilet paper,” Digger contributed. He glanced at me. “Tampons.” 
 
    “Not for me. I use a menstrual cup.” And I’d brought a spare with me to camp.  
 
    “A what?” It was Stella who was confused. 
 
    Digger stared out at the garden, cutting out of the conversation. 
 
    “A silicon cup that fits in my vagina. It’s reusable, easy to clean, and comfortable. Better than tampons or pads.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Evidently planning to survive a dystopian event could be derailed by discussion of menstruation. 
 
    “No pads for me, either. I’m not incontinent,” Stella said. “Which is a plus.” 
 
    Digger snorted a laugh. 
 
    Giggles overcame me. 
 
    Stella smiled a small smile. She also dragged the discussion back on track. “Toilet paper, sugar, salt. Vinegar we can get from the cider makers around here. Sugar, salt and vinegar are all preservatives.” 
 
    “Oil,” I said. “For cooking. I’ve got a comprehensive first aid kit, but painkillers and broad spectrum antibiotics would be good.” 
 
    Digger nudged Tabby with a foot. “Everyone’ll be after those, and gas for the vehicles. Mike’s talking of rationing what he has. We all need to fill up, and rustle up some gas cans for diesel for the tiller and any other power tools.” His voice grew heavy. “Weapons.” 
 
    “I kept Bud’s two hunting rifles and his pistol. There’s ammunition in the gun cabinet…not a lot. I can shoot a pistol. Badly,” Stella added. 
 
    “I can shoot a pistol or rifle,” I said. “I’ve also got a crossbow and arrows, and I bought a couple of throwing knives that I want to learn to use. With Stella’s permission, I’d like to set up a target and practice.” 
 
    Digger agreed. “Target practice for both of us. Mike’s son, too, when he turns up. Anything else on the list of must-haves?” 
 
    “Livestock,” Stella said. “But I’ll trade for them, tomorrow.” 
 
    I had a thought. “Does anyone have geese? I read somewhere that they’re as good as watch dogs. We’ve got Tabby, but if we could spare her from being out there where she might be a target…” 
 
    “Geese,” Stella said in the tone of someone adding it to a list. 
 
    “Soap?” I asked. 
 
    “I have thirteen lifetime’s supply.” Stella stopped rocking and stood. “People have been gifting it to me for years. And Bud was considering starting up a soap-making business before he died, so there are soap supplies in one of the sheds. Now, the chicken’ll be ready, so let’s eat.” 
 
    We kicked around ideas for other things we might need, but they were good-to-haves, rather than must-haves. Except for pet food and grain.  
 
    “Grain of any kind,” Stella said. “We can use some as seed, either this year or next.” She was planning long-term, which was scary. “Eat it or feed it to the animals.” 
 
    After dinner, Digger left Tabby with us. “I’ll see about getting us supplies.” 
 
    He returned the next morning while we were eating breakfast. The grim, sick look in his eyes silenced our questions unasked. He unloaded toilet paper as well as sacks of salt and sugar and a few bottles of olive and sunflower oil. “Better than nothing.” 
 
    “It’s great, thanks,” I said uncertainly. 
 
    His face soften fractionally. “It’s okay, Amy. I just never thought I’d see this sort of desperation in America. We’ll be all right. I couldn’t get your medical supplies, though.” 
 
    “We’ll get by. Stella is growing herbs.” Herbs weren’t the same as antibiotics. We needed to stay healthy, which meant eating well and not getting injured. 
 
    The guns and ammunition that he brought inside and secured in the gun cabinet in the office passed without comment. 
 
    But I recalled his statement last night. Digger believed he was on active service. Even peacekeeping missions could be bloody. 
 
    He snatched a couple of hours sleep while Jake Seeborne plowed the field and gossiped with Stella.  
 
    I was an unknown quantity in Jake’s eyes, and rather than strain Stella’s negotiations with him, I took Tabby and went out to plant the seed potatoes as Stella had demonstrated. It was dirty, heavy work, and I was glad I’d taken her advice and worn the full-length leather apron she’d found for me in the barn. It protected my new clothes. 
 
    Jake departed on his tractor and Digger emerged from the house, yawning. 
 
    He and Stella joined me. She was flushed with triumph.  
 
    Tabby leaned against Digger’s legs. He was strong. He didn’t stumble. I knew from when she’d tried leaning against me just how much she weighed. 
 
    “I’ve been on the phone. We’ll have a dozen geese arriving this afternoon and two piglets for raising, courtesy of Jake’s neighbor, Colleen. She’s not sure of being able to manage all her animals so we didn’t have to trade anything for them. She just wants them rehomed so she can focus on her husband. Ethan…has problems at the best of times.” And these weren’t the best of times. 
 
    Stella’s voice picked up strength, again. “Angus next door is going to bring over a dozen laying hens and a rooster. He’s a bachelor, so he was happy to trade for Sunday dinner for the foreseeable future. I’d have offered that anyway. If he gets the additional men he needs to protect his farm, we’ll invite them, too.” 
 
    “Allies,” I said softly. 
 
    Digger stared across at the farmhouse two fields over. “Let’s hope so. All right. I’d better check the henhouse and pig sty. Where will the geese go? In with the hens?” 
 
    “No.” Stella looked consideringly at the barn and cluster of sheds. “We’ll want the geese roaming in the day. The blue shed is solid. I don’t reckon the foxes would be able to get in there.” She looked at me. “How do you feel about a change from planting potatoes?” 
 
    “I’m all for it.” 
 
    Digger grinned. 
 
    Stella nodded, as if my response was to be expected. “Then we’ll focus on clearing out the blue shed.” 
 
    I finished planting the seed potatoes that I had with me before returning the apron to its hook and joining Stella in the blue shed. I halted in the doorway. Junk was piled up along the back and side walls with larger pieces standing free in the center of the shed. Beneath the dirt was a solid cement floor and the shed smelled dry. If we fixed a security screen over the window, the shed could be ventilated.  
 
    “Purpose-built is better, but this will do.” Stella stepped out from amid the junk. “We’ll sort as we go. Junk that might be useful someday into the shed to our left. Trash in a pile to the right. The good stuff, like the feed bins back here, can go into the barn. We have empty stalls.” 
 
    I saw a scythe hanging on the side wall. I thought of accidents and their consequences, like tetanus. “Stella, are you up to date on your shots?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Excellent. And having been in the army, Digger will be.” I knew I was covered. We got to work. We had a minor fight when I insisted that Stella wasn’t to carry anything heavy. 
 
    Tabby dashed in, woofed at us, and hid hastily behind me as Stella stomped out. 
 
    I won the argument with ruthless commonsense. If Stella injured herself while acting half her age, I’d lose gardening time caring for her.  
 
    “Who’s upset you, Stella-Bella?” an attractive male voice crooned. 
 
    I grabbed for Tabby’s collar. “Wait! Sit. Stay?” 
 
    Tabby dragged me forward and out the door. 
 
    “Jarod!” Stella was enveloped in a large hug. 
 
    “He’s a friend,” I said to Tabby. 
 
    She considered him hungrily, a low growl rumbling in her deep chest. 
 
    “Digger!” I shouted. 
 
    Tabby took that as an excuse to lurch forward. 
 
    “Stand down,” Digger ordered, his sergeant voice bellowing across the yard. 
 
    Tabby froze. 
 
    I straightened cautiously, but kept a hand on her collar till introductions had been made and Tabby accepted Jarod. 
 
    “We’ll work on her taking orders from you,” Digger said to me. 
 
    I nodded. Tabby was too dangerous to run free if she only listened to him. 
 
    “You have the back corner room over the kitchen,” Stella said to Jarod. By her focus on him, it was clear Mike hadn’t exaggerated when he’d said his son was a favorite with her. She smiled and patted his arm, and he smiled down at her with relaxed affection.   
 
    Then he aimed his smile in my direction. “I’ll dump my gear and come help you. Clearing out the shed will go quicker with another pair of hands.” He wasn’t as tall or as wide as Digger, being more on the wiry side, but Jarod looked fit with a working man’s muscles rather than a gym-body. If he’d arrived a few minutes earlier, I wouldn’t have had to argue with Stella about her over-exerting herself. Jarod and I could handle cleaning out the shed before the geese arrived just fine. 
 
    He disappeared into the house for a few minutes, and re-emerged without Stella, and with his shoulder-length blond hair tied back in a ponytail. “Stella’s making lunch. She doesn’t think we’ll sort the junk appropriately, but she’ll correct our efforts later.” He grinned at me and kept talking. His chatting didn’t seem to slow his work rate. 
 
    He’d been living in Baltimore and working as a window cleaner. “Office windows.” 
 
    I shuddered. “I hate heights.” 
 
    “No problem. I never feel freer than when I’m up high. I’ll handle all kittens from trees rescues and replacing roof shingles.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have any kittens.” 
 
    “Ah! You’re a literalist. You and Stella will get along well.” 
 
    We traded life stories. He was only a couple of years older than me, but had worked a number of different jobs. 
 
    He saved his best story for when we gathered to eat lunch. “I saw a griffin up close and personal in Baltimore night before last. That’s when I decided to come home. I like to sit on the roof of my apartment building. It was still light out, but not really. Colors were going gray. From the corner of my eye I saw this big shape. I turned and it was a griffin. I’ve seen lions in the zoo, but this was easily double that size, and while it had a lion’s body and four paws, it had an eagle’s head and wings. Except it wasn’t really a blend of the two. It was just itself.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding what he meant. I’d seen images of griffin sightings. Most people were paying attention to the dragons and ogres, but the griffins fascinated me. They didn’t look regal like the dragons or brutal like the ogres. They seemed fierce. More than the other creatures, the images of them struck me as showing personality and judgement. The griffins were watching us. 
 
    “The streetlights had come on,” Jarod said. “They lit the griffin from beneath, making it look as if his body and feathers shimmered with gold. Frankly, he didn’t look as if he ought to be able to fly. His body was too massive for his wings. But there he was, soaring along the street at just my eye level. Some idiot in the street fired a gun. Then more people joined in. When the bullets started hitting high up on the buildings I realized they were trying to shoot the griffin. He didn’t appear to notice the bullets at all. But he noticed me.” 
 
    Jarod paused to eat. An infuriating smirk showed he loved having us hanging on his every word. 
 
    Digger scooped more potato salad onto his plate. The homemade dish was studded with thick chunks of ham.  
 
    I crunched on a piece of celery. 
 
    “The griffin looked at me with one massive eye, and that eye was so intelligent. It felt as if he’d read my soul in a split second.” Jarod wasn’t smirking any more. “That’s when I understood that these creatures weren’t something we could wrap into our society and keep going. They have their own needs. Their own agenda. I tried to convince my friends that we needed to get out. But lots of people think that humans banding together is the answer. They’re crazy. The city is going crazy. Getting out of Baltimore, getting home, I saw some crazy sh-stuff. I nearly had to abandon my truck and walk, but I had my gear in it, so I took the backroads and here I am.” 
 
    I propped my elbows on the table as I cradled my mug of coffee. 
 
    “Here we are,” Jarod corrected himself. “Preparing to survive the apocalypse.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay with spending the money?” Stella asked me for the third time. 
 
    I processed the payment online. Money transferred instantly from my account to that of the farmer’s whom Stella had negotiated hay, straw, oats and wheat from. “You said we need this stuff.” 
 
    After hearing Jarod’s story of the griffin, money felt somehow nebulous. I wanted tangible assets. Having feed and straw for livestock seemed far more practical than money in the bank. We would put the feed in the barn, near the bags of pet food Digger had gotten for Tabby. “I don’t care…well, I care, but I can accept that the guy is gouging us. It’s the law of supply and demand.” Rather than putting my phone back in my pocket, I plugged it in to charge. “If he doesn’t deliver it tomorrow morning as promised, Digger will go and fetch it.” I was confident that he would, too, and that Jarod would go with him. Judging by the guns he’d unloaded from his truck, our latest “family” member had been trained by his dad to protect what was his. 
 
    We worked through the afternoon and early evening, settling in the piglets—so cute! I had to remind myself that I’d be eating them in a few months, and not to get attached—as well as the geese. Angus from the poultry farm next door brought over the chickens, approved Digger’s repairs to their new home with a grunt, and departed. Either he was a man of few words or seriously preoccupied. 
 
    Colleen stayed longer, talking inside with Stella. 
 
    Tabby and the geese had a stand-off for an hour before seeming to agree to mutually ignore one another—as long as Tabby didn’t try to eat their food. The hissing and wing-flaps made it noisily obvious that such thievery was not allowed. 
 
    Digger laughed. 
 
    We ended the day in front of the television with the volume turned low so that we could talk. Surprisingly, Jarod was relatively silent. Far more than me, he was glued to his phone. Stella knitted, and Digger had brought a kitchen chair into the living room, setting it on an old rug before starting to clean the two hunting rifles that had been Stella’s husband’s. 
 
    “I’ll patch up the smokehouse, tomorrow,” Jarod said. “When Craig and Ryan finally get here, we’ll go hunting. Craig’s driving up from Nashville, so I get why it’s taking him so long. But Ryan ought to be here by now. New York,” he added with a glance at me. The reports coming from New York weren’t good. Riots engulfed my home city. Jarod visibly shook off his worry for his brothers. “Not the time of year for hunting, but wild hogs always need their numbers thinned. Eat what we can and smoke the rest.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Digger said. “Amy, too, if she’s up for it. Give us a sense of how each of us operates.” 
 
    And if I could hit a moving, and more specifically, living, target. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Yeah, sista,” Jarod teased me. A motor rumbled, the loud growl of it coming closer. “Hey, that’s Dad’s monster.” He walked out. The front door opened and closed behind him. “Hey, Dad.” His footsteps crossed the front porch, and there was a thud as if he’d jumped the steps. Then came a heartrending shout. “No!” 
 
    I leapt up. 
 
    Digger grabbed my arm and pulled me back behind him. In his free hand, he held a pistol. Where he’d hidden it before was a mystery. “Wait inside. See to Stella.” 
 
    Worriedly, I turned back to her.  
 
    “I’m okay,” she said. She had the remote control, and switched off the television. An instant later, she switched off the lamp beside her. With the room dark, we crossed cautiously to a window. 
 
    The moon and starlight showed Jarod and Mike hugging each other, with Mike saying something over his son’s shoulder to Digger. 
 
    The jerk of Digger’s head was as emphatic as a curse. He jogged inside. “Ryan’s dead.” 
 
    “Dear God.” For a moment, Stella stood stricken. “Amy, start coffee and get out the whisky.” She went out to the men. 
 
    “Jarod’s mom?” I asked Digger. 
 
    “Long gone.” 
 
    I put the coffee on and hovered in the kitchen, unsure whether to stay or go, especially as men’s footsteps came closer. Maybe Jarod and Mike would want privacy, not a stranger. 
 
    But a single glimpse of Jarod’s grieving expression and my feet decided for me. I raced up to him and hugged him, feeling his arms close too tight around me. I tightened my own arms. Tears burned my eyes as he hid his face against mine. When he released me a little, I turned to Mike. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Mike tossed back a shot of whisky, and nodded. 
 
    “Living room,” Digger said. He held the whisky bottle and glasses. 
 
    Stella carried in the coffeepot and mugs. 
 
    I sat with Jarod on the sofa. He seemed to need to hold someone.  
 
    Mike gave us the rest of the story, as much as he knew, in jagged sentences. 
 
    Ryan’s girlfriend was a Queens girl who’d resisted leaving the city. She’d wanted to stay, and for him to stay, even as riots broke out. In the end, he’d gotten killed, shot, trying to stop a pair of thugs from stealing his dirt bike. The police and one of Ryan’s friends had phoned Mike with the news. 
 
    “I told Craig before I drove here,” Mike said hoarsely. The whisky he’d swallowed had to have burned the whole way down. “We can’t pick up Ryan’s body till the riots are over.” 
 
    “Dad—” 
 
    “No! I am not losing another son. That girl. That Shayna. She called me, too.” 
 
    Jarod went still. “She phoned you? That b—” 
 
    “She said she was pregnant with Ryan’s kid and we had to come get her. Said it wasn’t safe in the city anymore.” 
 
    Terrible swearwords burst from Jarod. 
 
    Stella regarded him sympathetically. “Ryan had cancer as a kid. That’s when their mom left. The treatment left Ryan infertile.” 
 
    Sickness rose in me, a sourness as vile as Shayna’s actions. First, her delays had kept Ryan from coming home, being safe, and now, after he was dead, she’d lied to try and get herself to the safety she’d denied him. 
 
    We sat in silence, till Jarod broke it. The tension of anger and grief that had gripped him was gone and he slumped with exhaustion. He’d only arrived here, today, and had worked hard after a dangerous journey. He needed to sleep. “I’m going to bed. Amy, can I sleep with you? Just sleep. I’m one hundred percent gay, but I don’t want to be alone, tonight.” 
 
    “Of course.” I’d never shared a bed with a guy, but the bed in what had been Gramma’s room was large. “Mike can have your bed. The sheets are clean.” And Mike shouldn’t go home to a house empty of family or drive drunk. 
 
    Mike didn’t respond, but Digger met my eyes and nodded. He’d look after his friend. 
 
    Stella rose. “Bed sounds good. And I’ll say a few prayers.” 
 
    “Thank you, Stella.” 
 
    In bed, Jarod curled up and sobbed. 
 
    I’d anticipated some such reaction, and had a box of tissues on the table near me. The thought slid across my mind to find or make handkerchiefs soon. Our tissue supply wouldn’t last, but handkerchiefs were reusable. 
 
    Jarod snuffled and slept, exhaustion releasing him from his grief. 
 
    I rubbed his back a final time before letting sleep claim me. 
 
    Morning brought Jarod’s other brother, Craig; red-eyed from driving all night and hyped on caffeine. We’d been up for a couple of hours and hard at work. Mike chopped wood and Jarod repaired the smokehouse, both of them moving with iron focus, as if the physical labor could keep their grief at bay. 
 
    “Why don’t you have the television on?” Craig demanded. “Turn the TV on.” He was a fraction taller than Jarod, but just as skinny. He had short, dark-blond hair and a scraggly beard. He was a roadie, based in Nashville. Or he had been. Would any of us return to who we’d been or to our old dreams after this was over? Whatever this was. 
 
    In the living room, Stella sat in her recliner in front of the television. The rest of us were too dirty—or too agitated in Craig’s case—to sit. 
 
    “Dear heaven,” Stella exclaimed. 
 
    Craig slashed his hands through the air. “The radio said he’d be speaking to us.” 
 
    The “he” was a red dragon. The where was Tokyo, the city as bright as ever with its millions of lights. 
 
    “Humans,” the dragon began. How he could speak was a mystery. His long, scaled muzzle was too full of teeth to form human words. Yet, there he was onscreen addressing a planet of terrified people. It was ominous to hear ourselves referred to as “humans”. We were no longer the sole sentient species on our planet. “You have seen my dragon kin and a few representatives of other races. As a collective, we are the Faerene. We have what translates as magic to your understanding. There are far more of us than you have seen.” 
 
    He paused, and the camera operator took the chance to pan back, revealing the red dragon’s immense size as he stood in the street. 
 
    The dragon resumed. “All healthy worlds have a shield that protects them from invasion. Unfortunately, you have weakened your world so profoundly that Earth’s shield tore. We entered through the Rift and we now guard it. Far worse than us exists in the universe. The sooner the shield is restored by balance being returned to your planet, the safer humanity will be. However, I am not here to deceive you. The price of restoring your planet will be tremendous. This is not a debt you will repay to us, but an overdue accounting Earth demands of you for its survival.” 
 
    Jarod squeezed my hand and I realized I’d clutched hold of him at some point in the dragon’s sinister speech. 
 
    “We will allow you to keep your internet for three days. We hope that your governments and informed authorities will use it to advise you and to prepare for what is coming. Within a month, electricity will fail. Petroleum-derived products will return to the earth. There will be no fuel for your machines. Plastic will vanish. I tell you this so that you can prepare. But you won’t be able to hold back the apocalypse. Three days from now, bodies will disappear after their death. They will be returned to the earth, immediately. This will continue for six months, if not longer, and I’m sorry to say, but you will be grateful for this mercy.” 
 
    The implication was dauntingly clear. So many of us would die that the Faerene were saving us from digging mass graves. 
 
    The red dragon stared straight at the camera. It was as if he looked directly at each of us. “The best advice I can offer you is to prepare to live in the era your history terms the Renaissance. You have knowledge of your world and how to prosper in it, but you will be constrained from destroying it a second time.” 
 
    The dragon leapt into the air, flapping his massive wings.  
 
    The picture cut out, but a shaken voice directed viewers to wait. “We have been told that there is something we must all see in Fukushima.” 
 
    “That’s where the damaged nuclear plant is,” I said. 
 
    Two minutes later, the image onscreen showed the red dragon diving down at the plant…and eating it! 
 
    The reporter’s voice reached a new pitch of shrillness. “Dragons are eating nuclear power plants around the world.” 
 
    The screen stayed on Fukushima a while longer, but then other plants were displayed, each with one or more dragons crawling over them. 
 
    “They’re telling us that nothing we can do to them can as much as scratch them,” Digger said. “That they eat nuclear missiles for breakfast.” 
 
    There was too much to unpack from the red dragon’s message. I needed to do something real. “Speaking of breakfast. Craig, have you eaten?” 
 
    “Maybe. Sometime.” 
 
    “When did you last sleep?” Mike growled. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I headed for the kitchen, and pulled on a clean apron over my dirty clothes. It was honest dirt, at least. I scrubbed my hands and dried them before opening the pantry. Stella and I were still to take stock of the food situation, but I knew where the buckwheat flour was stored. I mixed up a huge bowl of batter and began making an equally large stack of pancakes. 
 
    Digger quietly got out canned blueberries and made a fresh pot of coffee. 
 
    The Faerene Apocalypse had been announced, and we were going to have brunch. It sounded ridiculous, but the food steadied everyone. Color returned to Stella’s face and she began making plans. Plans were her security blanket. 
 
    “If we’re facing a return to centuries ago, it’s a good thing no one in Bud’s family ever threw anything away. We’ll need to go through the attic, barn and sheds for what we can use. Anything without plastic and reliant on human muscle rather than electricity or gas has just become valuable.” 
 
    “And any tasks that need electricity or diesel power get done now, while we still have the ability,” Digger said. 
 
    Mike swore. “You’re right, but that’s damned annoying. I’ll need to rig up a forge. If being a mechanic is no longer important, I’ll need to be a blacksmith. We’ll need coal to get the fire hot enough.” 
 
    “Will they, the Faerene, let us keep steam engines?” Jarod asked. 
 
    “Were there steam engines in the Renaissance, doofus,” Craig responded. 
 
    My phone rang. “Mom?” I answered, bewildered. I pushed back from the table and walked outside. Tabby followed me out of the porch. The geese eyed me from a distance. 
 
    “I don’t believe in these dragons for a minute,” Mom said. “But I do believe there are people stupid enough to plunge the world into chaos for some environmentalist nihilistic cause. So I wanted to phone you while I still could. Your message said you were in Pennsylvania. Are you still there? Are you safe?” 
 
    “I’m in Apfall Hill, Mom, and yes, I’m safe. There are good people here. I’m staying with—”  
 
    Mom interrupted. “We don’t have time. People are choking the communications networks. The call could drop out any time. Just…stay safe, chickie. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Mom.” 
 
    “Be strong.” She hung up. 
 
    I stared at the phone, and called Dad. It took five tries, but a miracle happened and we connected. 
 
    “Amy! I’m so sorry I’m not even on the same damn continent, and they’ve grounded the planes. I should have come home earlier. I should have…I should have told you more often. I love you, honey.” 
 
    It only took the end of days for my parents to tell me they loved me. 
 
    My lips trembled, but I wouldn’t cry. “I love you, Dad.” 
 
    He sniffed. “Are you safe, Amy? You do whatever you have to to survive. I’m going to try to get home—” 
 
    “I’m in Pennsylvania, Dad. Apfall Hill.” 
 
    “I looked it up on a map. I know where you are.” Now, he sounded more like my dad: impatient. 
 
    Our call disconnected. 
 
    I could have tried to redial, but we’d had our miracle. Other people needed the network to connect with their loved ones. 
 
    I returned to the kitchen table, to my abandoned pancakes and to the faces turned my way. “I spoke to my parents. They’re in LA and Europe. They’re okay and they know I’m here.” It was as good as things were going to get in our crazy world. 
 
    “You’ve got us,” Jarod said. 
 
    Craig raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Mike nodded. “Family by adoption.” 
 
    And that was that. My family increased by two grieving men. 
 
    “At least you can cook,” Craig said. 
 
    He and Mike returned to town and Mike’s garage. 
 
    “If power tools are going to stop working, we need to prioritize,” Digger said. “The oak tree nearest the house needs to come down. If a storm uproots it, the house is toast. Cutting it down and into manageable logs will be much easier with chainsaws.” 
 
    Stella bit her lip, obviously holding back a protest. That the tree had been allowed to encroach on the house meant it had meaning to her. But she nodded. “There are other oaks whose acorns can feed the pigs. Jarod, you know the trees out front, the chestnuts and walnuts. They’re important for our food supply, so if they need pruning, go carefully. I replaced the chestnut trees with blight resistant ones twenty years ago. We still need to watch for any signs of the fungus.” 
 
    Digger and Jarod stood, less interested in fungal inspection than in getting going. 
 
    “Help them, Amy. I’ll do the dishes and be responsible for an afternoon snack and dinner.” 
 
    The oak tree was a monster and while Jarod demonstrated that he really didn’t fear heights, scampering around its branches like a squirrel, I held ropes as ordered, while Jarod and Digger pruned away branches that might damage the house when the tree fell. 
 
    Our efforts were interrupted at midday by the arrival of the feed and hay bales I’d bought yesterday. “After the dragon’s announcement, I thought the delivery mightn’t happen,” I said to Digger as we unloaded the truck. 
 
    Digger eyed the farmer who was carrying a sack of feed into the barn. “People are realizing we need one another to survive.” 
 
    The farmer didn’t linger. He had other deliveries to make as well as the work piling up back at the farm. 
 
    We returned to the oak tree. 
 
    “I’ve got this.” Jarod did the final cut while Digger and I pulled on ropes to ensure the giant tree fell away from the house and missed valuable nut trees. The ground shook as the tree landed. 
 
    I sat down. I wasn’t suited to lumber work. The danger involved in it scared me. I’d been afraid for Jarod the whole time he scampered around. 
 
    “We’ll have a break,” Digger said. “Before we cut this up and drag the logs to where they can season over winter.” Green, that is, freshly cut wood, wasn’t good for burning. He was pushing the tempo because as well as wanting to use the chainsaws to cut up the logs, he aimed to use the trucks to drag them. “Jarod and I will do that. Amy, see what help you can give Stella.” 
 
    “Okay.” I guessed that he’d seen how my arms were trembling. I’d thought I was fit, but I lacked the men’s strength. 
 
    Jarod glanced at me, then. He’d been in his own world and uncharacteristically quiet all day. He was grieving as he worked. Now, he put an arm around my shoulders. He smelled of sweat, but so did I. He still didn’t speak. 
 
    The camaraderie felt good. 
 
    We guzzled orange cordial and ate apple pie. “I had two frozen,” Stella said. “I’m using up what’s in the freezer. We can drain it then and clean it out. Even without electricity, it’ll make a good store box. It’s old and has rubber seals. I hope.” 
 
    In ordinary life, you never think about how much plastic surrounds you. But the dragon’s warning that plastic would vanish meant we needed to be prepared or we would lose more than the plastic. With containers, the food inside could spill and spoil. Other things like ointment, shampoo and toothpaste would also need to be decanted into clean glass jars. 
 
    “I’ve been on the phone.” Stella cut a narrow slice of pie for herself. 
 
    The hot coffee was as heavenly as the pie. If the world fell apart, coffee might be one of the things we lost. For the moment, people like Stella were trying to keep the world together. 
 
    “Ramona is opening the camp for families with children. Jake is plowing the field there. They’re going to farm it. Mike is part of the town council coordinating our emergency efforts. We need to be sure we can feed and protect everyone.” Stella sipped her coffee. “Mike and Craig are going to join us, here. We’ll be a base for patrols protecting the town.” 
 
    Mike, Craig, Jarod, Digger and me. If we patrolled in pairs, that left at least two able-bodied people at the homestead to protect it at all times. Plus, Mike would bring his two dogs. 
 
    The question was where would we all sleep. Summer was simple enough, but in winter…I considered a Pennsylvanian winter without central heating or electric blankets. “Jarod, how would you feel about sharing a bed permanently?” 
 
    Digger and Stella blinked. 
 
    Jarod smiled for the first time since he’d learned of his brother’s death. “Yes. You don’t snore or kick, and the alternative is sharing a room with Craig. I’ll happily share your bed.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be…” Stella took a deep breath. “All right. Before we decide where everyone else goes, I’m considering adding another two people to the household. Thanks to the windmill pump we’re one of the few homes that will continue to have running water. Add in our food supply and people capable of defending it, and people want to join us. I’ve said no to a number of my oldest friends.” 
 
    “Oh Stella,” I said. 
 
    Jarod clasped her hand. 
 
    She met our sympathetic gazes bravely. “It’s not fair to burden you all with any more deadweight. I’m enough for you to carry.” 
 
    “You’re not deadweight,” I said. 
 
    Jarod’s protest was more poignant. “We need you, Stella. I need you.” He kissed her hand with its parchment-thin skin and swollen arthritic knuckles. 
 
    “Who do you want to bring in?” Digger asked as he ate a second slice of pie. 
 
    “Heather from the beauty parlor. She’s a practical girl, brought up—” 
 
    Digger broke in. “She has a kid.” 
 
    “Charlie. He’s nine.” 
 
    “No,” Digger said. “Let them go to Ramona or stay in town and garden their yard. But we…this homestead is one of the perimeter defenses for the town.” 
 
    “Fort Farm,” Jarod said. 
 
    Digger nodded. “Whatever happens out here, we can’t be distracted by trying to protect a kid, or by trying to hide from him the realities of what that defense might cost.” Injury and death. “If you want another woman in the household, I agree. But not a kid. And it doesn’t have to be a woman from town. Refugees from other areas will find us. We can choose decent people from among them to join us.” 
 
    I shivered. To imagine millions of Americans becoming refugees in our own country was horrifying. Even worse was to think of the many, many more whom the dragon had said wouldn’t survive. 
 
    That was why Digger was being so harsh. We were entering a situation that had no precedent in human history. Magic was real. Our struggle for survival would be intense. 
 
    “All right,” Stella conceded. “I haven’t spoken to Heather. I won’t, now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Stella.” Digger might have been sympathetic, but he was unbending. “It’s painful to accept that we can’t help everyone, and worst of all for you because these are lifelong friends.” 
 
    Jarod ducked his head. He had grown up here, too. He would also have to refuse friends help and refuge. 
 
    Digger pushed Jarod’s shoulder. “Let’s get that tree stacked away.” 
 
    As they walked out, I took our dirty dishes to the sink. 
 
    “Leave them,” Stella said tiredly. 
 
    I hesitated. “I will this once. There were steel feed bins in the shed Jarod and I cleared out. I’d like to clean them and any more I can find. The sooner they’re clean and fully dried out the sooner we can put the feed, grains, and dog food into them.” I worried because too much of our supplies were in plastic bags. “Are there any frozen meals we can heat up for dinner?” 
 
    “Pizza,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’m fine. Go. Do the bins. You’re right. They’re needed.” 
 
    I found a radio in the barn and turned it up loud enough that I could hear it as I scrubbed the feed bins on a grassy patch by the sheds. Usually, I’d have listened to music, but this time I found a station that was broadcasting useful advice. Toothbrushes could be made from birch twigs. I hadn’t even considered that no plastic meant no toothbrushes. 
 
    Mike and Craig arrived in separate trucks, both overflowing with equipment and supplies, and with two big dogs. The dogs accepted Mike’s introduction of me as a friend. Perhaps they simply copied Tabby’s casual attitude. The bigger of the two, a massive gray beast called Skull, returned from investigating his new home and meeting Digger and Stella, to settle in the sun near me and supervise. 
 
    “You’ve made a new friend.” There was no warmth in Mike’s voice, but he was trying to function despite his grief.  
 
    I smiled. “I like him.” He was a handsome gray mastiff. 
 
    “Loyal as hell,” Mike said. The other men strode up then, and he went to meet them. They manhandled a cast iron stove from the truck and into the barn. A short while later, Mike had a welder set up and was hard at work. 
 
    Craig carried everything else in. He paused near me to have a drink. “Dad’s going to get a few things set up while the welder still works. Having heating in here will mean we can use the barn in winter. It’ll be important to have somewhere to work in, and to get out of the house.” 
 
    It also meant that the barn could be used for defensive patrols to gather without disturbing Stella or anyone else in the house. 
 
    He recapped his water bottle. “I spotted the tiller. It’ll be slower than a tractor plow, but I’ll turn over the side yard. I can’t say I’m a fan of bean stew, but it’s filling. Beans and corn.” He walked away. “And more potatoes.” 
 
    By the time I upended the last feed bin to drain, every muscle in my body hated me. 
 
    “Looks like it’ll rain, tonight,” Jarod said. 
 
    I groaned. There were so many bins, all standing outside to dry. I did not want to carry them into the barn. 
 
    Skull nudged me sympathetically, and I stumbled over and into Jarod. 
 
    “We’ll get the bins in,” Digger said. 
 
    Craig rode the tiller, which was kind of like a riding mower, into the barn and turned it off. Life would be strange when there was no more engine noise. 
 
    “Help her to the house, Skull,” Jarod said. 
 
    I thought about helping to put away the feed bins, but the truth was, I was done. There had been nearly two dozen of them, and a couple had required hard scrubbing. Stella’s husband must have been a bit of a bin collector. Another half dozen I’d discarded as rusted out or otherwise broken. If Mike had time before the electricity vanished, he might be able to repair them. 
 
    Skull stopped at the kitchen door and sat beside Tabby in the porch. The third dog, Brutus, stayed at the barn. 
 
    Stella had pizzas staying warm in the oven, but she’d also made a big pot of venison stew, using deer meat from the freezer. 
 
    I ate till I was stuffed, then fitted in ice cream, before crawling up the stairs to a hot shower and into bed. My arms had been too sore to even think of washing my hair, so I didn’t make the pillow wet. I was out like a light, and didn’t notice Jarod come to bed. If there’d been any comment from his family on him and me choosing to share a bed, I never heard about it. 
 
    The work was relentless. When the internet died, I never noticed. I was probably in the garden or else pegging blankets on the line. With the threat of losing modern conveniences hanging over us, I was using the washing machine to its limit. Anything that could be washed, dried and put away for use later was. Stella had bought lavender sachets in Appletonia and I tucked them in the linen cupboards and armoires. Blankets, sheets, towels and old clothes were rescued from the attic and refreshed. 
 
    Jarod and Craig went hunting and bagged a feral pig. They butchered it and smoked what they could. We ate pork for a couple of days, and Angus from next door joined us for dinner along with the family from town that had moved in with him. The parents were teachers at the elementary school and had three older teenage sons who were friends with Patti’s boys. They were working with their parents to establish a garden along the lines of Stella’s and had borrowed the tiller. 
 
    Digger went out for firewood, cutting up dead trees and hauling them back in his truck. Even with a chainsaw and truck it was hard work, but without them it would have taken him weeks to do what he did in days, especially when Jarod and Craig joined him. 
 
    Mike worked constantly in the barn and in the tall shed that he’d claimed as his own. With the dogs and him on the premises Digger didn’t worry about leaving Stella and me alone, but he ordered me to carry Bud’s pistol everywhere. Incredibly, Digger was eager for the dragon’s countdown to the apocalypse to be over. His thinking was simple: once cars stopped working, people wouldn’t be anywhere near as mobile, and small towns like Apfall Hill had a chance of being overlooked by desperate people. 
 
    If I’d been in New York for the summer, I’d have faced Armageddon. The news showed the devastation. People rioted. Police and soldiers fired on civilians to protect other civilians. The television news was a horror show. 
 
    The radio described arrangements to obtain water, but there was no way an entire city in the near-future absence of electricity to power pumps could be supplied with water. People would have to source their own, and they were exhorted to boil it for at least one minute to make it safe to drink. I’d taken to giving the stand for the water tank an affectionate pat when I passed it. 
 
    The death of television was less momentous than I’d expected. Evenings were spent washing glass jars and bottles and leaving them upended on tea towels on the kitchen table to dry overnight. We talked as we worked or else listened to the radio. Then in the morning, edibles that were in plastic were emptied into the clean containers. I was grateful that all the candies I’d bought in Appletonia were already in glass jars. They stood in a line on a high shelf in the pantry. We were saving them, aware that as hard as we were working now, this was the easy times. The candies were for hard times when we’d need extra energy.  
 
    Jarod and Craig carried the defunct television out to the “Twenty First Century Graveyard” which the men had started on the road verge. Everything that we weren’t currently using and which would become useless with the loss of electricity and gas went there, including cars. We parked there, now, every time we returned home unless we were emptying a truck of supplies like firewood. That got stacked by the woodshed and at the rear of the barn before the truck returned to the graveyard. 
 
    The radio warned us of health problems. It was frightening how quickly ordinary medicines became unavailable. Diabetics died without insulin. People addicted to opioid painkillers began suffering serious withdrawal. Antibiotics to treat people with open wounds were rationed in cities and in the pharmacy in town. 
 
    And then there were the infectious diseases that spread unchecked through the population. Enteric fever, or typhoid, is caused by a salmonella bacterium and it was spreading rapidly across the north west of America. I became rabid about everyone washing their hands after using the bathroom and before touching food. 
 
    Then the first wave of refugees reached us, and they carried guns. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Do you ever think about what might be out there?” I asked Digger as we walked along the fence line of the homestead toward the woods at the back. Those woods edged the north side of town and provided both protection and threat. Without roads or open fields, people couldn’t surprise us by driving in that way. On the other hand, they could lurk in the woods. 
 
    I’d accompanied Digger on patrol a few times. I was usually assigned to partner him. I patrolled less often than the others in the household, except for Stella who stayed at home always. The garden had green shoots everywhere and she managed our food production efforts closely. 
 
    “That’s why we watch for smoke,” Digger said. “Cooking fires give away people’s presence.” 
 
    “No, not people. Faerene.” This was the first time I’d ever felt scared to venture into the woods. I couldn’t smell smoke, but I could almost taste the saltiness of blood in my mouth and the warmth of it fresh from a body coating my hands. 
 
    For an instant, he broke off his scan of the environment to glance at me. For Digger, who was an army sergeant again every time he picked up a gun, that was a significant expression of surprise. 
 
    I checked my hands. They were clean apart from the dirt under my nails. I swallowed and the taste of blood in my mouth was gone. I pushed down my unease. An out of control imagination was a dangerous thing, and I didn’t want Digger to doubt my ability to patrol; to pull my weight. “The internet and TV used to show the creatures in cities, but the dragon said that there were many more we didn’t see. Are they out there?” I nodded at the forest in front of us. “Goblins, ogres, werewolves, sasquatch. Creatures who prefer the country to the city. What are they planning? How will they interact with us?” 
 
    Digger halted before we entered the forest. His rule was simple. Once the forest started, so did our patrol, and then, we had to be silent. “No one’s reported anything unusual and we’re a negligible target.” He studied the forest. “The biggest threat we face is other people. Not the Faerene. That’s what I think about. How to keep us safe from humanity with the brakes off.” 
 
    He walked into the forest. He never chose the same path twice, but whatever route we walked, we’d take in the checkpoint on Miller Road that blocked the western entrance into town.  
 
    We circled the back of Angus’s poultry farm and the land newly ploughed for a garden and feed crops. He needed grain for his birds to overwinter and couldn’t count on a supply from elsewhere. 
 
    A forest is a noisy place, especially when I’m hiking through it. 
 
    Digger moved silently. Without even looking, he placed his feet to avoid dead branches that might snap. 
 
    I carried the newer of Bud’s two hunting rifles, both of significant vintage, and if I wasn’t careful, the dense undergrowth snared it. 
 
    In short, Digger was the threat, and I was an awkward recruit. I had, however, a decent sense of direction. I recognized when we neared Miller Road where the forest crept close. In fact, so close was the forest that someone could shoot at the checkpoint guards from the woods. Consequently, the guards occupied a bunker.  
 
    While I’d been concentrating on the homestead and introducing myself to Dr. Fayed so that he could assess my first aid skills and add me to the list of medical support volunteers, others had focused on the town’s defenses. A mid-twentieth century front-end loader had been liberated from the local museum’s outside display and used to excavate the bunkers and scrape dirt into mounds to block the roads either side of the sawhorses. 
 
    “Vehicles,” Digger said. 
 
    It wasn’t as if the world had stopped, yet. People still drove when they could, especially carting supplies. Still, my gut tightened with his implicit order for caution. He quickened to a jog, and I kept pace with him, but stayed behind. 
 
    I’d learned the basic hand signals. His raised hand halted me instantly. 
 
    He’d gained a line of sight to the checkpoint. He beckoned me forward. 
 
    I moved as quietly as I could. 
 
    Three utility vehicles lined up on the far side of the sawhorses. The cars were battered and mud-splashed. 
 
    The bunker was situated far enough back from the dirt mounds to view the checkpoint and down the road. The guards had a bullhorn. “Put down your weapons. Everyone is to approach with their hands in the air. Hands on barricade, then we talk. If you don’t want to talk, turn and leave.” 
 
    The car engines revved. 
 
    Digger thumbed on the radio. “Patrol West. Digger reporting. Twelve men at Miller Road. Amy and me in the trees.” 
 
    The lead car drove at the barricade. Four men leapt from the second car, dashing for the woods to go around the dirt mounds rather than jump into the ditch in front of them and try to scramble up the loose earth. 
 
    The lead car kept rolling forward despite the nails that were driven through the sawhorses puncturing its tires. The men in the car opened fire at the bunker. Their strategy was obvious. They’d take out the guards in the bunker, move the sawhorses, and regroup in the two undamaged vehicles. 
 
    Digger’s semiautomatic split the air near me. The two gunmen running toward us to get around the mound died. Digger added his firepower to that of the guards stuck in the bunker. We would have reinforcements in just a few minutes. 
 
    Not soon enough. 
 
    The third utility vehicle veered off the road, heading toward where Digger and I lay prone in the dirt. Those in the car sprayed bullets at the trees. Woodchips and dirt stung us. 
 
    The guards in the bunker needed Digger’s back-up. 
 
    “Car’s mine.” I aimed for the driver and squeezed the trigger. The windscreen exploded. My second bullet followed the first. 
 
    The vehicle veered toward the ditch even as it slowed. The men inside jumped out. 
 
    I reloaded, fired. A miss and a hit. 
 
    Reload, fire. 
 
    I kept the men hiding behind their vehicle. For now. I hadn’t brought enough cartridges for a prolonged gunfight. 
 
    Digger turned his assault rifle on the nearest threats. He’d be out of ammo shortly, too. 
 
    Return fire from those at the third vehicle ceased. Were they dead, injured, or playing possum? 
 
    The gunfire at the bunker stopped. 
 
    For a second I held my breath. My ears rang, but I thought I heard cars. I risked a glance back toward town.  
 
    Two vehicles sped toward us. I recognized Craig’s truck in the lead. 
 
    “Cover me,” Digger said. 
 
    I strained my eyes, trying to see the slightest twitch from our fallen enemies. 
 
    Digger’s pistol echoed twice. “Clear!” 
 
    It felt as if I breathed for the first time in hours. My lungs burned. 
 
    A minute later the cry of “Clear!” was echoed at the bunker. The occupants of the first and second cars were down.  
 
    “Call Doc. Ivan’s hit.” 
 
    I flicked the safety on my rifle and ran. For the first few steps my legs wobbled with adrenaline, but the thought of someone needing healing steadied me. I dropped the rifle as I jumped into the bunker.  
 
    A gut wound was bad.  
 
    Digger pulled off his shirt and threw it to me. 
 
    I wadded it up and put pressure on the wound. I didn’t know Ivan, but I knew two things were vital: we had to get him to Dr. Fayed fast, and the more we minimized his body’s shock response, the better his chance of survival. Shock could kill, and bullet wounds were major trauma. 
 
    “Doc’s on his way, so this is only a two minute cuddle.” I lay down against him, substituting body heat for the emergency blanket we lacked. I was going to raise hell later about a bunker lacking a basic first aid kit. “I can’t do anything about the lack of sterile surfaces here. Doc’s going to have to boil you to kill all the germs.” Blood seeped through Digger’s shirt and coated my hand. Warm blood like I’d imagined in the woods. “You’re going to live, Ivan. No infection, no relapse. Back on duty in two weeks. Digger doesn’t tolerate layabouts.” 
 
    Ivan’s mouth twitched in what could have been a smile or an attempt to bite back a moan. 
 
    “Stretcher.” 
 
    We rolled him onto it. I had no idea how much time had passed while I did the little I could by providing body heat, reassurance—“stay awake, Ivan”—and pressure on the wound. The bullet or bullets were lodged in there. 
 
    Dr. Fayed and a nurse knelt by Ivan in the back of a truck, while it drove carefully back to town and the doctor’s surgery. Ivan needed a hospital and a fully equipped surgical theatre, but there was simply no way to get him to one. The nearest hospital was at the county seat and it was overrun and failing. That message had gone out via the local grapevine and the radio. Dr. Fayed was Ivan’s best chance. 
 
    “Wash your hands.” Craig poured water from a bottle while I rinsed the worst of Ivan’s blood from my hands.  
 
    I dried them on the grass. Crouching there as I scrubbed my palms along the rough grass, I saw the bodies.  
 
    Earlier, Digger had counted twelve intruders. Now, there were twelve bodies. Either the four of us had killed them all, or lives had been ended in cold blood. 
 
    Apfall Hill lacked a jail and the sheriff wasn’t responding to calls outside of the county seat. The choice was kill them or set them free. We couldn’t waste resources on guarding prisoners, and we certainly couldn’t afford to use our limited medical supplies on people who’d come here to… “Why?” I asked Craig or anyone. “Why did they attack us?” 
 
    I didn’t recognize the man who answered me, not by name. But he’d been the other guard at the bunker. His face had blood splatter on it near the left ear. 
 
    “We have a pharmacy,” he said. “They were after drugs. One of them lived long enough to answer a couple of questions.” 
 
    “They’ve done this in other towns,” Digger said. “Don’t carry any guilt for ending them, honey. They’ve killed and raped and tortured.” 
 
    Don’t carry any guilt for ending them… 
 
    My mind flashed back to the shattered windscreen and the blood-soaked driver’s seat with the slumped body. I hadn’t had time in the middle of the fight to process what I’d seen. What I’d done. My first kill. 
 
    Suddenly, Craig’s arm was a muscular bar around my waist. “Let’s get you home. Jarod’s having to stand guard and he’ll be climbing the walls to know you’re okay.” 
 
    Where was Mike, their dad? I looked around and saw him standing over a body, talking with one of his friends from the garage. With the memory of thieves killing Ryan, Mike wouldn’t have shown these any mercy. 
 
    “Home,” I agreed, and allowed Craig to guide me to his truck. 
 
    Jarod greeted me with the fiercest hug, disregarding the blood on my clothes.  
 
    The dogs sniffed and circled me, agitated. 
 
    Stella patted my back. “I’ll run you a hot bath.” 
 
    “No.” The thought of sitting in blood-stained water made me sick. “I’ll have a quick shower.” And the hot water would hide my tears, even from me. 
 
    Good news arrived with the evening’s shadows. Ivan had survived surgery by a general practitioner rather than a surgeon. He was hooked up to IV antibiotics and morphine, both of which might soon be a wistful memory. Dr. Fayed was confident Ivan would recover. His constitution was strong. 
 
    A few of the men and women from the patrols dropped in and ended up staying for dinner. They were checking on me, which I both appreciated and flinched from. They were veterans of either the military or police. I had a feeling I’d been inducted into the club of people who’ve killed other people. There was sympathy, painful sympathy, in their eyes. I saw myself in them. I would survive, but I’d be forever changed by the choice I’d made. I knew now that I would kill to protect my own. 
 
    In the morning, the twelve bodies left at the checkpoint were gone, as the dragon had promised they would be. 
 
    Digger and I patrolled in that direction. We hadn’t been scheduled for a morning patrol, but I guessed that he believed in me getting back on the horse. I couldn’t afford to be scared of the choices I’d made and the world we lived in. 
 
    Someone had driven the first utility vehicle, the one with the punctured tires, back up the road on its wheel rims and parked it off to the side. Then it had been torched. In the early morning light it was a scorched warning to any outsiders thinking of bringing trouble to our town. 
 
    Not that we were monsters. 
 
    People who were willing to talk, to approach as instructed with their hands in the air, and to list their skills and their needs, were often welcomed. Being off the main routes, it was the determined and resourceful folk who reached us, and Mike had argued a new mentality into us. 
 
    We were taking the Red Drake’s speech as gospel in terms of losing modern conveniences. We had to also believe the terrible death toll he predicted. The town would need people to work in the fields and bring in the harvest in a few months’ time. So newcomers were allocated to existing townsfolk. They had to take on a dependent, most often an elderly town resident who needed help. Then they could stay. 
 
    Our household gained another member. Niamh Shannon was a thirty one year old firefighter from Pittsburgh. She’d been hiking in the forest when the Faerene appeared and hadn’t heard about them initially. When she did, and when she learned of the chaos between her and her home city, she’d searched instead for a safe place to ride out the changes. Her thinking was a lot like mine. 
 
    The attic had been cleaned out, and Craig and Niamh got rooms up there. Mike stayed in what had initially been intended to be Jarod’s room. Jarod stayed with me. Without him, some nights the desolation of what we faced might have crushed me, but I listened to his breathing and it helped that I wasn’t alone. 
 
    Unfortunately, in accepting refugees, we also got their diseases. When typhoid hit us, it hit hard. 
 
    Dr. Fayed lost his two nurses. This was typhoid beyond a nightmare, and the town’s supply of antibiotics was soon exhausted. Complications killed people. Existing medical conditions flared up, couldn’t be adequately treated, and stole lives. Doc divided up the town. Ramona, Patti and the group at the camp took responsibility for the east end of town. Doc held the center and took any major injuries. I got the western end of town which wasn’t as populated, but still had enough people to stretch me thin. 
 
    Gas was rationed, for as long as it would last. I pedaled everywhere on a bike Mike had restored. It had not an inch of plastic on it, but did have a hook to link a two-wheel trailer to it. In a pinch, I could transport supplies or a person in the trailer. 
 
    I lived on the edge of exhaustion. In the early mornings I worked in the garden. Through the middle of the day I saw people, my patients. There was so little I could do for them. “Keep them warm, clean and hydrated” was my mantra. In the evenings I tried to catch up on my chores which had expanded to include collecting herbal supplies like willow bark. The herbal teas that Stella had bought weeks ago in Appletonia were long gone, distributed to try and alleviate my patients’ suffering. 
 
    Then the electricity went out. People lost their minds. The dragon had warned us, but an astounding number of folks hadn’t believed that the ordinary conveniences of life would go.  
 
    Things like running water became history since it had been pumped through the town’s system via electric pumps. The town’s central well had been restored. It had been a tourist attraction previously, a pretty wishing well. Now it would supply water for people willing to wind a bucket up and down. 
 
    Mike and others had also dug a second well and connected a windmill to it, modelled on the one at the homestead. People would still have to carry water from it to their homes, but they wouldn’t have to draw the water themselves. 
 
    But the Faerene seemed determined to hit us with everything at once. As the electricity went out, all petroleum-derived products also vanished. That meant that vehicles ceased to run and plastics disappeared. 
 
    The lack of effortless transportation would be felt, but the catastrophe was in people’s lack of preparation for the loss of plastic. True, most didn’t have Bud’s lifetime collection of tins of all sizes to help them or two centuries of people never throwing away a jar or bottle—at least, that was what it had felt like as we’d cleared the attic and cellar at the homestead. Nonetheless, they’d been warned. Yet when the plastic disappeared, food spilled in houses across town. 
 
    Within a few days, vermin populations exploded. Rats, mice, cockroaches and flies swarmed. The rodents carried fleas. The fleas carried typhus. What had been bad before got exponentially worse. 
 
    Stella, Digger and Mike sat me down and insisted that I stop trying to contribute to running the homestead. The rest of them could manage it, but the town needed me.  
 
    At the camp, Ramona and half the residents had died. Doc was managing a slightly better survival rate. In the western section of town, my sector, we’d only lost a quarter of residents. Only. 
 
    “Whatever you’re doing, it’s working,” Stella said. 
 
    “I yell at them to wash their hands,” I said tiredly. 
 
    Digger held his hands out, turned them over. “We listened to you, and all of us are still here.” 
 
    Mike, Craig, Niamh and Stella had all gone down with what had likely been typhoid, but their bouts had been short and not devastating. It helped that we had running water and functioning toilets.  
 
    So many fevers ran through town that I couldn’t be sure what they were any more. Typhoid, typhus, something else? By the survival rates, at least it wasn’t cholera. 
 
    In the Pattersons’ house I repeated my mantra to her husband. “Keep her warm, clean and hydrated.”  
 
    By the smell, he obviously wasn’t. 
 
    “How the hell do I do that? You save her. You have to save her!” He charged at me, a big bull of a man carrying flab around his middle despite the food situation. 
 
    I reacted instinctively. I’d been drilled in self-defense. The wooden floor of the house shook as he landed badly after I’d thrown him. He stayed down, stunned. 
 
    “He’s not a bad man,” Alice said. “He’s worried about me. He needs me.” 
 
    He wasn’t worried enough about his wife to actually tend her. 
 
    Exhaustion dragged at me, emotional as well as physical, and I had other patients to see, but I couldn’t in all conscience leave her in the state she was in. I’d brought water to the house in three buckets in the trailer on my bike. Patterson had followed my instructions enough that a pot of it was boiling on his fire pit outside. That would serve as drinking water. I used the other two buckets to wash Alice quickly. I simply didn’t have time to give her a full bed bath. I stripped the soiled sheets away. Found the mattress soiled, too, which wasn’t unexpected, and dragged a twin bed mattress in from their guest room to settle her on. 
 
    While I worked, Patterson picked himself up and stumbled away. 
 
    I left Alice with a jug of water and asked next door if someone could check on her in a few hours. 
 
    The neighbor agreed, after stating her opinion of Patterson. She wasn’t wrong. Patterson was a worthless lump. 
 
    There was no fairness in the apocalypse. Good people died and lazy bullies survived. 
 
    At least the dragon hadn’t lied about bodies vanishing in the night, otherwise we’d have had the gruesome task of collecting corpses to bury in mass graves. 
 
    As it was, the security patrols had expanded to include salvage teams. It wasn’t just about ensuring the equitable distribution of resources for survival now. We had to ensure that the seeds for the future were protected as well. 
 
    The homestead gained a couple of horses and two dairy cows. A cat adopted us, feasting on mice and rats and establishing himself as the most skilled hunter of the household. Jarod convinced one of the horses to pull a cart. Niamh took responsibility for milking the cows and storing the milk as cheese. We had fresh butter. 
 
    Alice Patterson died. Her husband vanished. That was a recognized occurrence. If you killed yourself without mess, the Faerene’s vanishing of your body meant there was no record of your passing. 
 
    Father Peter, the Episcopalian minister, bowed his head outside their house. 
 
    I met him frequently on my rounds. 
 
    With bodies vanishing overnight, funerals had ceased. Father Peter would pray over the newly dead and comfort the survivors. He walked around town with a barrow containing two water containers and that practical assistance was as welcome as his prayers. And he told jokes; lame, cringe-worthy dad jokes. 
 
    He died on a Wednesday. 
 
    Jarod had overnight guard duty at the Miller Road checkpoint that night, which meant I had the bedroom to myself. I couldn’t sleep. 
 
    I pulled a wool sweater over my cotton pajamas. The long legs would protect me from mosquitoes. I joined Niamh outside. The dogs were with her. They would alert us to any intruders, but we needed a person with a gun immediately ready to respond. We’d had people try to attack from the woods. I guess we were a tempting target, but they learned in dying that we weren’t an easy one. 
 
    The nights were split into two shifts. Mike would take over from Niamh at one thirty. 
 
    She didn’t say anything as I crossed the yard and sat in a lawn chair beside her. There was a good view of the homestead from her chosen position beneath the clothes line. 
 
    I slipped my sandals off and tucked my feet under me. 
 
    Skull stuck his head on my lap for a pat. 
 
    The stars were so bright overhead that my heart ached at their beauty. We hadn’t seen any more Faerene. Our last technological contact with the outside world had been via radio, and that was gone. Now, we relied on gossip from travelers and refugees. According to the stories, the cities remained the focus of Faerene appearances, although the Faerene didn’t seem to be doing anything beyond their overwhelming action in crippling modern life. 
 
    “Do you believe in God?” I looked at the night, at the moths darting about, and the swoop of bats. An owl hooted by the barn. 
 
    “Yes.” Niamh watched the yard, remaining on duty despite the dogs’ relaxed attitudes. Tabby even snored. “This isn’t the Rapture. It’s not the end of the world. God isn’t dead either.” 
 
    Religious attitudes had mostly shifted to the extreme. Some people believed that our suffering was a punishment for Sin with a capital “S”. They prayed and worked and held open air services that went for hours every Sunday. Others were committed atheists. The most bitter people were those who had previously identified as Christian, but now believed God had failed them. 
 
    “I spent a year as a volunteer in Uganda,” Niamh said. “The people I helped there would have been overjoyed and praising God if they had what we have here. I’m not demeaning people’s suffering or overlooking all the deaths, but you know a big part of people’s complaints with God is that he’s not working magic for them anymore.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “People forgot to be thankful for what they had, and instead, pestered God for more. Prayer should be more than wishing. I don’t worry about God, Amy. He’s not going anywhere or forgetting about us. But I do worry about people. The ones who recited to God their list of demands for a happy life, they’re mad at him now. They’re looking for someone else to give them an easy ride through life, to grant them their wishes. Those people will be easy prey for the Faerene. They will worship those creatures for their magic.” 
 
    I’d come outside because I was depressed by the death around us. Niamh dislodged that depression by replacing it with a startling idea. I protested her argument. “It would be stupid to worship the Faerene. They caused our problems. People hate them.” I hated the idea of them, even if I’d never encountered one in person. They were the symbol of all that we’d lost, all that we suffered. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Niamh said quietly. “People flock to power.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The garden harvest began. Fruit ripened in the orchard. We picked and preserved everything we could. Every spare minute, and those we couldn’t spare, went into ensuring our food security. We had seven adults in the household and a hungry town. 
 
    The military had disbanded weeks ago. Barracks had been decimated by disease outbreaks. Without vehicles, people travelled on horseback or walked. It took the former soldiers, sailors and air force personnel weeks to reach us. They knew of Apfall Hill because of Mike, because of his reputation in the old life of welcoming veterans to his garage. The ex-military who reached us were physically starving, but also starving for a place to belong. We took them in and rehoused them in farms and homes emptied by death. They tended neglected gardens and provided a morale boost by their thankfulness at being amongst us. 
 
    Apfall Hill, we learned, was faring much better than the norm. 
 
    Guns vanished. One night they were there. The next morning they were gone. Perhaps their disappearance was the Faerene’s initiative to prevent humans from wholesale killing each other. 
 
    “Thank freak for our competitive instincts,” Jarod said, referencing himself and Craig. The two of them had learned to use my crossbow, then acquired new bows each as part of the salvage effort. Some hunters had used bows for deer hunting pre-apocalypse, and the brothers had scavenged two good ones along with a supply of arrows. 
 
    We also had axes and knives. 
 
    I’d never become proficient with the throwing knives I’d bought in Appletonia, and so, had gifted them to Digger who could take down a rat with a single throw. 
 
    As the fields ripened, we were grateful for the ex-military in town. Even with antique machinery rescued from the local museum and dug out of old barns to help with the harvest, we needed workers. 
 
    In his new forge near the barn, Mike adapted tractor attachments to be pulled by horses. He also designed a grain mill that could be powered by the wind. It made a coarse wheat flour, but was excellent at grinding corn. Grits would be a large part of our winter diet. 
 
    During all the trouble, Jarod, Craig and even Digger managed to fall in and out of romantic entanglements. None proved serious enough that they moved out to join their partners or asked to add a person to our household, but I tiredly envied them their ability to try for something beyond simple survival. 
 
    The fever epidemic subsided, almost as if people were too busy to be sick. I knew that idea was fanciful. What I hoped was that the decrease in infectious diseases signaled people’s adjustment to our new reality; that they were boiling their water and remembering to wash their hands. 
 
    “It’s hope,” Stella said. “Harvest-time means plenty of food. People are mourning those they’ve lost, but the fact that they’ve survived provides them with a boost. As a town, we believe we can get through winter. And next spring, we’ll be more prepared.” 
 
    People weren’t accustomed to using scythes. As the harvest progressed, there were wounds and broken limbs from accidents. I dealt with many of them. Despite my lack of a medical degree, the people in the west of town had come to rely on me rather than Dr. Fayed, and a surprising number of the newcomers picked up the habit. The front parlor was turned into a basic surgery. At a minimum, I had the advantage of running water. Thank goodness the windmill kept pumping well water reliably. 
 
    I appreciated no longer having to run all over the west of town, although I did still make house calls if requested. I had time to join Jarod and Craig deer hunting. Digger and Mike went with them when they tackled wild hogs with bows, knives and spears. Those were the days I worried. Boars were dangerous. 
 
    Of our two pigs, one was slaughtered and its meat preserved. The other sow was saved to produce the next generation. We were looking to the future. 
 
    I collected chestnuts and walnuts by the basket load. Experimentation with Mike’s mill meant we’d be able to enjoy chestnut flour. The sweetness of it would be a welcome addition to our diet. Our sugar supply had gone into preserving fruit. We’d need to obtain more, which meant trading beyond the township. Travelers, those who couldn’t settle anywhere but seemed instead to be on an impossible search for their former lives, mentioned trade springing up along the river. 
 
    Rivers had been the main trade routes prior to the railroads of the nineteenth century. 
 
    The dragon had said we’d return to the Renaissance. 
 
    When the last of the harvest was in, people from the town and surrounding farms gathered for a harvest festival at the schoolyard. Barbequed hog and roasted deer as well as pheasants and turkeys supplied us with an abundance of meat, accompanied by an array of vegetable dishes.  
 
    Looking around at the survivors of the apocalypse, I was struck by how healthy we looked. People moved with confidence. Laughter might have been rare, except for by the hard cider barrel, but voices were happy and adults smiled as children ran around. 
 
    That was when the dragon landed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Istvan was a griffin of the Arani clan. His black wings were wide and powerful, his body heavily muscled beneath black fur. His beak was too long to be called handsome, but his eyes were bright with intelligence and, to those who had the sight, magic surrounded him. For centuries, the Arani had bred warriors, and although the time of warriors was long past on the Faerene home world of Elysium, with Istvan, the ancient bloodline showed true. It was conceivable that the black griffin could fight a dragon and survive. 
 
    Not that Istvan intended to fight his friend Piros, the Red Drake. But he was thinking of burying the irritating know-it-all under an avalanche. After months of spirit-straining effort, Istvan and the other Rift magicians had succeeded in restoring Earth’s shield. With the Rift closed, the threat of the Kstvm had been banished. 
 
    The vicious sentient insects would still haunt Istvan’s nightmares, but they wouldn’t be able to invade Earth. The Faerene Migration had beaten the Kstvm to the Rift and held it against their battering assault. Twelve of the forty three Rift magicians tasked with defending their new home died holding the temporary barrier in place across the Rift. Their sacrifice would be remembered. The Faerene migrants on Earth were here without hope of returning. It was part of being a migrant. Elysium’s shield would never tear to allow their return. Migration was always a one-way ticket. The Faerene like Istvan were now Earthers, and they would do whatever they had to to ensure their new world’s shield held strong. 
 
    But for now, Istvan wanted an ice bath. He’d chosen the remote Patagonian wilderness as his retreat in the hope that he’d have a few days of privacy. Shade’s feathers, but he’d settle for a few hours alone. 
 
    Unfortunately, Piros was on a burn. The dragon wouldn’t leave till he’d argued his point. 
 
    Istvan rolled onto his back, working his feathers into the snow. In the battle to hold the Rift, he’d channeled more raw magic than he could safely handle. He’d been nearer flame out than anyone realized. The snow felt wonderful. 
 
    Piros, by contrast, stood with his tail curled up and his wings raised. He hated the cold and was obviously trying to limit contact with the snow. 
 
    “Idiot,” Istvan clacked. “You hate it here. Leave and we’ll discuss this later.” 
 
    “There is no time for ‘later’.” Piros slapped Istvan with his tail. 
 
    The slap caught Istvan across his tummy. He rolled over and sprang up, affronted. 
 
    “Now, you’re paying attention,” Piros approved.  
 
    Istvan ruffled his feathers. 
 
    “Don’t get huffy.” 
 
    Istvan strove for patience. “Piros, I’m a magistrate. My work means I’m almost always travelling. The last thing I need is a familiar.” 
 
    “Wrong. The last thing you need is to encounter a situation where you need more magic, and you can’t channel it. Then you’ll regret not bonding a familiar, but it will be too late. You’ll have failed.” 
 
    Istvan’s tail lashed.  
 
    Anyone who thought dragons were all brute force and no finesse hadn’t met Piros. In addition to his sharp intelligence, the Red Drake possessed a disconcerting ability to read people. He had Istvan’s measure. 
 
    The carrot for Istvan’s behavior was the pursuit of justice. But the stick driving him on was his fear of failure. 
 
    “Familiars are just a myth,” Istvan said. 
 
    Piros spat a derisive bout of flame. “You’re better educated than that. Millennia ago, familiars were crucial to Faerene magical development. Just because we’ve evolved to the limits of Elysium’s magic and are able to channel its magic solo doesn’t mean the same holds true here. Earth’s magic is untapped. Familiars will be an advantage, and one you can’t afford to pass up. Magistrates have to be the most powerful among us. If you want to serve justice, my friend, you have to be able to deliver it.” 
 
    Istvan’s lashing tail stilled. “I hate that you are right.” 
 
    Piros lowered his wings, tucking them tight to his body. “Why do you resist the idea of a familiar? If Harold hadn’t tasked me with the liaison role, I would attend the trials in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “A human familiar is too much of an unknown.” 
 
    “All the more reason that a magician as disciplined as you be part of the trials.” 
 
    Istvan clacked his beak in annoyance. “Enough. You have argued me into accepting my duty. I will attend the trials.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “I require Amy Carlton,” the big, copper-colored dragon announced. 
 
    If I’d thought to hide, the number of people who turned to stare at me rendered that impossible. Instead, I approached the dragon. 
 
    Its body was as large as a school bus. Add in its massive wings, tail and large head on a long, serpentine neck, and it was a nightmare given form in the middle of our harvest festival. 
 
    My family joined me from where they’d been scattered around the schoolyard. Jarod and Digger moved in either side of me. Niamh stood with Stella. Mike and Craig had our backs. 
 
    Not that the people behind us were the threat. 
 
    “Why?” Digger demanded. His sergeant voice was a match for the dragon’s deep tone. 
 
    “Amy Carlton alone can hear that truth. For now.” 
 
    “Will she be safe with you?” Digger made the demand as if he could back it up. But we had only knives against the dragon. 
 
    Still, the dragon paused as if it took his demand seriously. “Yes.” 
 
    I stepped forward. The dragon’s tolerance could evaporate at any moment, and I wanted my people safe. “I will listen.” 
 
    The dragon’s tail abruptly wrapped around me. It was incredibly nimble for such a large creature. It leapt into the air. 
 
    My family’s shouts and the cries of the startled crowd suddenly cut off. 
 
    The dragon hadn’t simply taken flight. It had translocated, with me as its unwilling captive. 
 
    We landed in a meadow. Around it, the leaves on the tall trees were gold and red with fall colors. The ground was marshy.  
 
    Instinctively, I scanned for a sense of where we were. With transport links gone, getting home could be near impossible if the dragon abandoned me… “We’re in Manhattan.” 
 
    The buildings had gone. I stood in what appeared to be virgin forest. But the glimpse through the trees of the Brooklyn Bridge was unmistakable. 
 
    “What have you done? Where are the people?” 
 
    The dragon released me, and I dropped to my knees. 
 
    “You recognize this place?” it asked me. 
 
    “I used to live here. I grew up in Manhattan. This was home.” I spoke so slowly it sounded as if I had a speech impediment and struggled with every word. The reality was that shock and grief choked me. 
 
    “Humans were herded from here before we returned the buildings and other technology to the earth. We needed a gathering place for the Faerene of the region.” 
 
    “So you stole ours?” 
 
    The dragon sighed. “Restored it. Did you have family here?” 
 
    “No. But I had friends, people I knew. Good people.” 
 
    “Good people have died everywhere.” 
 
    I ran forward and punched the dragon’s muzzle. 
 
    It could have evaded me or torched me. Instead, it accepted the blow that hurt me more than it. The copper-colored scales were hard and warm. 
 
    “I am sorry, child. I didn’t know that this was a place you had called home. It was appointed as a portal point for familiars from the region travelling to the trials. Control your grief for a moment. There is information you need to learn. Primarily, why you have been selected.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around myself. The sun shone and the dragon radiated heat, but a chill had sunk into my bones. Manhattan’s disappearance emphasized the power of the Faerene, and I now had their attention. 
 
    “My name is Dorotta,” the copper dragon said. “I am part of the Messenger Service. At the trials you will be taught who we, the Faerene, are and why we crossed to Earth. It was a one-way journey, child. For us there is no return. Earth’s future is ours. We are your allies.” 
 
    Across the river buildings remained standing, but there was no roar of traffic, no planes overhead, and where were the people? I could smell the river and the marsh, rich earth and cold air. 
 
    “As you learn the nature of magic and the role of familiars you will be given a choice. Amy.” 
 
    I jerked my head around to stare at the dragon. Her pronunciation of my name seemed to hold sorrow along with warning.  
 
    “Always choose to live, child.” 
 
    I backed away from her. “What are you trying to warn me against? You told Digger you wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I told the man that cared for you that I wouldn’t hurt you.” She stressed the pronoun. 
 
    The loophole was immense. Any of the other Faerene could hurt me. Could kill me. 
 
    “Amy, you have magic. This will be explained to you at the trials. Your ability to channel magic is a recent awakening. Faerene have observed your world for centuries, and despite the fairy tales humans have told each other, you’ve never managed to tap the Earth’s magic. Until now. Our analysts suggest that the presence of Faerene using magic has triggered this ability in a rare few humans, such as yourself.” 
 
    “No. No, no. I don’t do magic. No fireballs, no—” 
 
    “You channeled magic to heal people.” 
 
    Dorotta’s quiet statement silenced me.  
 
    For as many people who had died in the fever epidemics, far more had lived than was the case in surrounding towns and further distant cities. It was why travelers detoured to visit Apfall Hill. Wounds I dressed resisted infection. Broken bones mended faster when I splinted the limbs and gave comfrey roots to the patients to brew and soak poultices in. 
 
    “Magic,” I whispered. “Dorotta, will I be allowed to return home? If I can heal people, they need me.” 
 
    “Many people need you, and your magician most of all. I do not know if you’ll be able to return to your village or for how long. It will depend on whom the trials find you best matched to.” 
 
    “You keep mentioning trials…” My attitude toward the dragon had gone from mistrust and anger to relying on her seeming sympathy for honest answers. 
 
    “The trials are designed to reveal your core self. When you are too tired to hide from yourself or from others, when you can’t summon the energy to meet anyone’s expectations of you, then you stand naked and the natural inclination of your magic will be revealed.” 
 
    Dorotta’s explanation of the trials sounded awful. 
 
    I raised an objection. “But you said my magic is for healing.” 
 
    “No, healing is what you’ve channeled magic to produce. Your needs and desires shaped the channel, but it may not be the best purpose in terms of maximizing and stabilizing the magic you can channel.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Smoke gusted from her nostrils. “The teachers at the trials will explain. Just demonstrate your goodwill and you’ll be treated well.” 
 
    I shook my head, and mumbled. “All I ever wanted was to heal. To be a doctor.” 
 
    Dorotta’s silence was an answer in itself. She wasn’t confident that my magic—or rather, the magic that I unconsciously channeled—would be used for healing. 
 
    Within a few minutes, another nine familiar candidates joined us in the meadow. None flew in. They walked, accompanied by their Faerene escorts. Evidently, we’d all been briefed individually and, at least in my case, inadequately. Or perhaps that was unfair to Dorotta. I now knew enough to be terrified. 
 
    “Maeve is opening a portal,” Dorotta explained quietly as the air in front of a green-skinned woman, an elf, shimmered. “The trials are to be held in the Pontic Mountains.” 
 
    “Where’s those then?” a Bronx woman asked. 
 
    Her escort, a thickset ogre who only stood as high as my shoulder, answered. “In Turkey, south of the Black Sea. Pine forest.” 
 
    We all saw the pines as the shimmering air on the far side of the portal coalesced into a vision of a large field lit by torches and fire pits that revealed the encircling forest. 
 
    A second elf, a male this time, beckoned us to join him in the field. 
 
    “Meet our efforts with goodwill and you’ll be fine,” Dorotta reminded me. 
 
    I wondered if the implicit promise had a loophole as large as the one in her promise to Digger. It didn’t matter. The sole viable path forward for me at the moment was to obey the Faerene. 
 
    The Bronx woman, her gray hair in dreadlocks and her expression fierce, walked through with me. The remaining eight humans followed us hesitantly. 
 
    The portal closed with our escorts remaining in Manhattan. 
 
    “Welcome to the Inaugural Familiar Trials. My name is Lajos. If you are hungry, the food tent is to your right. The latrines are back behind those rocks. Then return to the field and wait.” 
 
    I took the opportunity to go to the bathroom, and the other humans trailed me. A unicorn stamped a hoof and separated the four men to go to the left. At one end of the latrines, cold water emerged from a rock, literally, and a bar of sandalwood soap sat beside it, enabling us to wash our hands. Drying them, however, was as rudimentary as wiping our hands on our trousers. 
 
    I’d worn my best trousers for the harvest festival, the navy blue cotton tailored pair I’d bought in Appletonia, and a long-sleeved cotton sweater. With the wind blowing cool in the mountains, I wished I’d chosen to wear wool. However, never in my wildest dreams—or nightmares—could I have imagined this end to the day. 
 
    We returned, as instructed, to the field and wove between other groups of humans to an unclaimed fire pit. The warmth was welcome, but my every instinct for self-preservation screamed at me and I couldn’t force myself to sit. With attack possible from any direction, I intended to remain mobile. 
 
    None of us spoke, not even to exchange names. 
 
    I counted nine other fire pits, and soon the last of them had a group of humans huddling near it. 
 
    “Please, be seated.” Lajos’s voice carried easily over the large field. It wasn’t a sergeant’s shout, but a magical amplification of his order. 
 
    Unwillingly, I sat. The back of my neck crawled. Whether I could see them or not, I believed there were more Faerene out there in the forest, watching us. What did they intend to do with us? Were we to be pets, slaves or prey? 
 
    “Candidates, welcome to the Familiar Trials. There are one hundred of you. You will be the first humans to be taught the nature of the Faerene and the purpose of our presence on Earth. Each of you is hearing me in your own language.” 
 
    Magic. We were being exposed to magic. Although Dorotta had said that we already employed it, if unconsciously. 
 
    I shivered. The fire warmed my front, but my back was cold; icy shivers sliding over it. 
 
    “Among you are two who channel magic as truth-seekers. If you hear me lie, protest loudly. Among the Faerene gathered here are those who can cast truth spells. Magistrate Istvan?” 
 
    A massive black griffin materialized out of the shadows of the forest, appearing just behind and to my right. 
 
    My heart raced in the high panicked rhythm of pure fear. Jarod’s story of glimpsing a griffin in Baltimore hadn’t prepared me for this. Magistrate Istvan was nearly as big as Dorotta, the copper dragon. 
 
    “If you lie, Lajos, I will execute you.” The griffin surveyed the field of scared humans. “This is the decreed punishment of Fae King Harold and emphasizes the value the Faerene place on you, the first of our potential familiars.” He stayed where he was, embodying an extreme threat. The firelight flickered against the black of his feathers, coaxing out flashes of iridescence. 
 
    It was impossible to angle so that I could keep both Lajos and Magistrate Istvan in view. 
 
    To my left, around the curve of the fire pit, the stranger seated there flexed his right hand, as if he wished to grasp a knife that wasn’t there. 
 
    I hadn’t had a weapon on me when Dorotta collected me. If I had, no doubt she’d have taken it from me. Humans were to be powerless at this gathering. 
 
    “Lessons will begin tomorrow morning,” Lajos said. “The rules of the trials are simple. You must obey our instructions, even if they seem strange to you. As you learn more about magic and our purpose on Earth, you will appreciate why we value you and that no matter how strange our orders, they are for your ultimate good.” 
 
    To my right there was a faint shift in the air currents, a suggestion of movement. I turned my head in time to witness Magistrate Istvan settling his ruffled feathers. 
 
    Did his restlessness indicate agreement or disagreement with Lajos’s speech and the sentiment beneath it? 
 
    It seemed to me that the elf was building up to an unpalatable ultimatum. 
 
    The pause before he continued drew out intolerably. 
 
    Just bring the hammer down, I thought. 
 
    Lajos did. “You are free to leave the trials at any point. An unwilling familiar would be dangerous.” 
 
    A stir swept through the hundred of us humans. People moved, none quite standing, but unable to prevent a physical reaction to the promise of escape. 
 
    “However,” Lajos continued. “If you choose to leave the trials, if you decide you cannot be a familiar, you will be executed.” 
 
    A woman across the field screamed, her nerves betraying her. 
 
    The humans nearest her leaned in. They tried to calm her with hugs and pats. 
 
    Meet our efforts with goodwill and you’ll be fine, Dorotta had said. She had to have known that the alternative was death. We were slaves, existing at the whim of our new Faerene masters. 
 
    The shadow of Magistrate Istvan’s presence at my back seemed to press in. 
 
    Lajos clapped his hands. The fires spaced across the field flared up. “The reasons for the severity of this judgement will form part of tomorrow’s lessons. You will now be assigned to your tutors. When I call your name, please join your tutor. Tutor Karoly.” 
 
    A short man—elf, goblin, something else?—strode from the food tent to the empty space in front of it, halted and folded his arms. 
 
    Lajos read out a list of ten names. 
 
    The ten humans rose and headed uncertainly for their tutor. 
 
    The procedure continued. 
 
    “Tutor Melinda,” Lajos announced. 
 
    A unicorn walked out of the shadows. Her coat was a pale blur in the darkness, but her silver horn had the subtle, silver glow of starlight. 
 
    “Amy Carlton.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply, tasting the wood smoke at the back of my mouth, before I stood. The back of my neck prickled as I walked toward the unicorn. I felt a tiny release of pressure as I put another fire pit between myself and Magistrate Istvan. He had yet to be called as a tutor. 
 
    The Bronx woman, Winona Daly, joined me in front of Tutor Melinda. I would have to wait for daylight to take the measure of the other eight members of the tutorial. 
 
    “I leave you to the wisdom of your tutors. Goodnight,” Lajos said. 
 
    Melinda led us to a row of four tents. 
 
    There was a surreal insanity to following a horse’s ass to our doom. 
 
    Men went to the left, women to the right. The tents held mattresses similar to futons unrolled on the ground with woolen blankets stacked on them. 
 
    It might have been midnight in the Pontic Mountains, but it was early evening in Pennsylvania. Factor in my fear and there was no way I’d sleep. Nonetheless, I obediently unlaced my boots, lay down and spread the two blankets over me. I slept immediately. It was obviously a spell. 
 
    I woke at dawn and showered outside with my modesty protected by leather walls. The cold stream of water flowed away via a pebbled floor. The Faerene provided us with new clothes: cotton underwear, a woolen shirt and trousers, and wool socks. I kept my boots. 
 
    Breakfast astonished me. A handful of humans muttered about bribery. 
 
    The coffee was hot. 
 
    In Apfall Hill, we’d used up all our coffee and were now experimenting with substitutes; roasting roots and nuts and grinding them up. Or there was the mildly caffeinated yerba mate tea from plants that Stella had nurtured all summer. 
 
    The coffee was wonderful, and the Faerene food tent served it with yeasty cinnamon rolls warm from the oven. 
 
    I was shallow, definitely shallow, but the breakfast reminiscent of pre-apocalyptic life improved my mood. 
 
    “Coffee, my long-lost friend, I adore you.” Winona sat beside me on a log outside and unashamedly enjoyed the treat. Her good humor received glares and a couple of muttered insults from other humans, although the critics didn’t refuse the hot drink or food. 
 
    Melinda collected us when we’d finished eating. Other tutors already had their groups sitting in semicircles around them. The unicorn, though, led us along a path deeper into the forest before stopping in a sunlit glade. 
 
    “I graze my meals,” she said. “Fortunately, I can talk while doing so. The voice you hear is real, a shaping of soundwaves. It is not in your head, since I am not skilled in telepathy. Make yourselves comfortable and we will begin.” 
 
    Making ourselves comfortable would be a challenge. Not only didn’t we want to be here, but the grass in the glade was heavily wet with dew. Standing was our sole option. I relaxed into a balanced stance. 
 
    Our lesson began. 
 
    “The Faerene come from a world called Elysium. We have used magic for millennia. There have been terrible wars, atrocities, and famines in our history. We do not see ourselves as better than humans. The difference lies in our experience and knowledge. Humanity set itself on a course destructive of Earth when the dominant paradigm became that of linear progression. Thought shapes action. You aligned your resources, including yourselves, your time and energy, to move forward. However, in directing everything at a single point, by relentlessly driving toward it—” 
 
    She broke off both her speech and her grazing to point her silver horn at a middle-aged man who swore loudly, but without communicating anything other than his anger. “Please, save your protests and questions till the end of the lesson. I promise to answer your concerns.” 
 
    The irate man with his shaggy graying hair told her graphically where she could shove her promise. He went to storm off and an older man grabbed his shoulder. The first guy tried to shove him off.  
 
    The older man let him go, but stood in his path. “If you leave, they will kill you.” 
 
    “What is one more death on their consciences?” The shaggy-haired man flung his arms about in furious gestures. “I won’t listen to lies. They stole our lives from us. Our families. Our future.” 
 
    “These are grievous times,” Melinda said. 
 
    I winced. I could swear she meant her comment sympathetically, but it wouldn’t be taken that way. 
 
    “Hell damn you,” the man swore. “Kill me. Because I won’t be your slave.” He glared around at us. “We are worth more than this horse pucky.” 
 
    When none of us responded, he stormed away. 
 
    I never saw him, again. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Melinda said. She didn’t clarify what she apologized for. The lesson resumed. “Every world generates a shield that protects it. Humans exploited every resource Earth had, except for magic, which you never accessed. Until now. Until you. In directing every resource at linear progression you drilled into the shield. I am, of course, radically simplifying the metaphysical concepts involved.”  
 
    For all I or any of the others knew, she could be telling us fairy tales. 
 
    “The Faerene have migrated to six other worlds before Earth. We monitor candidate worlds. So do other peoples. The Kstvm were aware of your erosion of Earth’s shield. The Kstvm are an insectoid sentient species who would have claimed your world. Humanity would have been bred as cattle, slaughtered to feed the Kstvm’s insatiable appetite and to incubate their eggs. Earth has parasitic wasps that do the same. When the young emerges from its egg, it eats its way out of its living host.” 
 
    “Ew.” Winona wrapped her arms around her stomach. 
 
    “Fortunately for you, the Faerene mobilized and came through the Rift to Earth first. However, we then had to hold it. We’ve been battling the Kstvm for months, keeping them out with a temporary barrier until the shield resealed itself. This has now happened.” 
 
    At the edge of where our group had clustered together stood a guy aged about thirty with a skinny build that verged on evidence of starvation. He squinted in a manner that suggested he needed glasses and had lost them. His shoulders bowed inward and he had a habit of rubbing nervously at his gangly wrists. He put his hand up. “Will the Rift reopen?” 
 
    Despite her order that we save our questions for the end of the lesson, Melinda answered. “The Rift will not reopen because the Faerene will do whatever is necessary to reinforce the shield’s health.” 
 
    Her answer implied that technically the Rift could reopen. 
 
    “As our magic recycles much of your technological extravagances, returning them to the Earth, the shield strengthens. Balance is achieved as your insane insistence on linear progression bends to a normal cyclical pattern. Life, death and rebirth.” The last phrase had the melodious quality of a religious sentiment. She almost sang them before her measured tempo returned. “The migration analysts planned for Earth’s redemption and protection. You are safe. What they didn’t anticipate, and hence, couldn’t factor in, was the spontaneous emergence of humans with the ability to channel magic. We absolutely cannot risk your juvenile powers damaging the shield.” 
 
    She paused. A strand of grass clung to her lower lip. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    The previous questioner’s hand shot into the air, again. 
 
    “Yes, Aati?” Melinda acknowledged him. 
 
    “Do you intend to use the magic we channel to strengthen the shield?” 
 
    It was a good question. 
 
    “No.” Melinda resumed grazing. “Not directly. Indirectly, a harmonious society’s actions serve to reinforce the shield. The trials are designed to match you with the Faerene magician best capable of using the magic you channel to build and strengthen a blended society of Faerene and humans.” 
 
    Her statement matched what Dorotta had described. The hundred of us humans had been brought here so that the natural channel of our magic could be revealed.  
 
    I was positive that more was also going on. “Tutor Melinda, are the Faerene magicians present at the trials?” 
 
    Her tail swished and her voice sounded approving. “Yes, they are, Amy. I am not one of them. None of the tutors are. It would be a conflict of interest. Be assured that the Faerene magicians have been selected carefully. They will not be cruel or reckless with you. They may, however, be demanding. The match of your magical capabilities is our primary concern, but we hope that your personalities will also mesh.” 
 
    Hmm. I hoped I would be matched with a healer, despite Dorotta’s implied doubt that this would be my future. 
 
    The real and interesting point was that I was already considering my match. I had accepted my future as a familiar. 
 
    Perhaps Winona’s mind was travelling a similar path. “What is a familiar?” 
 
    “A familiar is a sentient conduit for magic who is bound to a single magician and serves to amplify the power of that magician’s spells.” 
 
    Another woman had a different question. “What do we get out of this beyond a tale of strengthening a mythical shield?” 
 
    Mythical? Did the intense forty year old woman think the unicorn lied? Or did she mean mystical? 
 
    “The Faerene will not bribe you to perform your duty to safeguard your home world.” Melinda stamped a front hoof. “I would hope that your relationship with your magician becomes one of friendship and mutual respect.” She hesitated. “Some of you have families. As we can’t yet know how the familiar bond will operate between a Faerene and a human, we will pay you in goods that will ensure your families’ security even when you must be physically absent.” 
 
    “Hmph.” The woman who’d asked the question turned away, arms folded. She kicked at a rock in the grass. 
 
    “Talk among yourselves,” Melinda encouraged us. 
 
    Winona rolled her eyes. 
 
    I agreed. With our every action and word being monitored, talking among ourselves was merely a means of us revealing our thoughts and emotions to the Faerene. 
 
    Perhaps we should? If I wanted a good match, the Faerene needed to understand me. But when I tried to think of what I might say, my mind blanked. “Information overload,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” Winona rolled her shoulders. “Hey, Melinda, I need to pee.” 
 
    “You are free to use the latrines as required.” 
 
    All of us took that as permission to depart the glade. 
 
    The unicorn snorted behind us. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Lunch was rabbit stew. It was decadent luxury to eat food that I hadn’t helped to grow, hunt or prepare. My mouth watered at the savory aroma, and there were biscuits to soak up the gravy. 
 
    An arm bumped mine as a man reached around me for a plate. 
 
    For a wonder, he seemed only a couple of years older than me. Everyone else I’d seen had been at least thirty.  
 
    “Hi.” I smiled at him. 
 
    He grinned back at me. He was tall and broad, leanly muscled though well-fed, with curly russet-brown hair, freckles and hazel eyes of a smoky-gray shade. “Hi, yourself. I’m Rory.” 
 
    Automatically, I juggled my plate to hold my hand out to shake. “Amy.” 
 
    His hand was calloused and strong, but his grip gentle. His grin gentled, too, becoming a lopsided smile. “You don’t recognize me? I’m a werewolf and one of the tutors.” 
 
    “Oh.” I didn’t pull away, and he didn’t release me. I looked past him, and his group was staring at me with a range of expressions from bewilderment to outrage. Apparently, they weren’t willing to treat him as just another person. An attractive person. “Nice to meet you.” I freed my hand. 
 
    “Likewise.” He let me go readily enough and concentrated on scooping stew onto his plate. “I helped catch some of those rabbits.” 
 
    A year ago, I wouldn’t have recognized that statement as a flirtatious boast, but now I knew just how much bringing food to the table meant. “You’re a mighty hunter.” I teased him as I would have any of the Apfall Hill hunters before second thoughts had me worried that a werewolf might be more sensitive to jokes about his predatory instincts. 
 
    “That I am.” He put a second biscuit on my plate. 
 
    My flirting skills were rusty and the glares from humans around us didn’t help. I smiled awkwardly and turned away. A few empty places remained at the tables in the tent, but I escaped outside. I sat down on a log. 
 
    Rory sat down next to me, on the side that blocked the wind from me. “Unless you mind?” He looked so human, and there was an expression in his gorgeous gray eyes that flustered me. He regarded me with hope. 
 
    “No.” I blushed. I truly had lost my flirting skills. At college I’d never have allowed a guy to unsettle me this way. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    He relaxed beside me and began eating. 
 
    Winona came and sat at my other side. She was eating even before she was seated. “Great stew,” she mumbled. “Good gravy.” 
 
    “Tutor Rory here caught the rabbits.” It was the most subtle way I could think of to warn Winona that we weren’t all human, here. 
 
    “Some of the rabbits,” he said casually. “And none of that ‘tutor’ stuff. Rory is fine. Or ‘gorgeous’ or ‘sweetling’ or ‘oh yeah, baby, more’.” 
 
    Winona laughed so hard she choked. 
 
    I patted her back with more force than needed, while trying to ignore my burning cheeks. I might have been rusty at flirting, but audacious Rory wasn’t. His shoulder was warm against mine. 
 
    The rest of our tutorial group joined us.  
 
    As the log seats were all taken, Rory’s group sat on the grass.  
 
    I concentrated on eating my stew and willing my blush to subside. I couldn’t help, though, giving Rory a sideways glance, and as I did, I caught him observing his tutorial group. My hands froze for a second in tearing a biscuit in two. The look Rory had given his group reminded me of Digger’s leadership of a patrol training session. 
 
    “Do the Faerene have a military?” 
 
    “We do.” Melinda approached from the opposite side of the field to the food tent. “The Faerene Migration does not include a military unit as such, but a few of our members have served in the Elysium Guards.” 
 
    “Like me.” Rory chewed on a haunch of rabbit. “Was that a random question, sweetling, or a perspicacious one?” 
 
    I shrugged. “When you look at your tutorial, you remind me of a former army sergeant I know.” 
 
    “Hear that, guys. Get ready to give me twenty push-ups.” 
 
    His tutorial group gaped at him, appalled. Some among them were late middle age. No one looked soft. Surviving the apocalypse had eroded weakness. But nor did they appear likely military recruits. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    He smiled at me. “I was in the Elysium Guards. Not a sergeant, though. Our ranks don’t line up with yours, but I was something like a junior captain. And here’s my most recent commander.” He turned casually. “Stop lurking, Istvan.” 
 
    The black griffin materialized out of thin air, right behind us. 
 
    I dropped half my biscuit. Fortunately, it landed on my plate. What I couldn’t recover was my appearance of fearlessness. Nor was I alone in my fright. 
 
    “Oops,” Rory murmured. “On Elysium, it’s werewolves who have the bad reputation and griffins who are trusted.” He raised his voice so that everyone, not just me, could hear. “Magistrate Istvan commanded one of the three teams of Rift magicians who closed the tear in Earth’s shield, sealing out the invading Kstvm.” 
 
    “Twelve of the forty three Rift magicians who migrated from Elysium died defending the Rift.” Melinda’s clear, musical voice carried across the field. “They were the spearhead. The rest of us gave our magic to countering the Kstvm’s savage assaults. At times the barrier keeping them out was whisker-thin. We will honor the sacrifice of the Rift magicians by reinforcing the shield. Never again will it be threatened. Never again will the Kstvm come so close to conquering Earth. We will protect our new home.” 
 
    There were cheers from some of the Faerene scattered around the field. Magistrate Istvan had approached and stood by Rory at the end of the log. 
 
    “Are you a Rift magician?” I asked Rory quietly. 
 
    “I served in that capacity, but the need for it is over. The shield won’t tear again. We won’t let it.” A hint of a growl rumbled in the last sentence. 
 
    I stared at my empty plate, at the rabbit bones and dirty fork. “I’m sorry for the friends you lost.” 
 
    Other humans were less sympathetic, and far from tactful. A tall, thin man from Rory’s group challenged him. “Why do werewolves have a bad reputation in your world?” 
 
    Magistrate Istvan took it upon himself to answer, and the questioner leaned back involuntarily. 
 
    “Earth is our home,” the griffin said firmly. “Back on Elysium there was some prejudice against werewolves because of their pack natures. Their loyalty, once given, is absolute. Their packs aren’t necessarily composed of werewolves alone, but whoever becomes part of their pack is prioritized. This is the seed for the prejudice against them. A werewolf will sacrifice everything else to his or her pack’s needs. Personally, I find such loyalty admirable.” 
 
    Beside me, Rory was sitting too rigidly. His upright military bearing defied anyone to reject him.  
 
    “I have a pack,” I whispered to him. “They are the people I chose to survive the apocalypse with.” It was true. The people back home whom I called family were my pack. They had my back as I had theirs. 
 
    Intense loneliness gripped me. I missed them. 
 
    Silently, Rory took my plate and stacked it with his before squeezing my hand. It was a swift gesture that I suspected no one else noticed. Magistrate Istvan hadn’t finished his lecture, and he was a compelling figure. All eyes were on him.  
 
    “Griffins are lauded in Faerene society. We are long-lived and often powerful magicians. Our clans have accumulated both social position and wealth over the millennia. And what we have, we hold. We defend our honor over-zealously, which contributes to our inflated reputation.” 
 
    Another griffin, smaller and bronze-colored, interjected. “Hardly inflated, Istvan. Griffins are an honorable race. Our word is to be trusted. It is good that humans learn this.” 
 
    The tip of Magistrate Istvan’s tail twitched. Tutor Marton’s haughty speech obviously annoyed the black griffin. “And yet, as long as his or her pack was not threatened, a werewolf would respond with greater compassion and generosity to an injured human than would a griffin.” 
 
    “Really, Istvan!” Tutor Marton’s beak clacked. 
 
    Magistrate Istvan scanned the field. “Truly. Griffins may be powerful and honorable, but we have a great deal of self-interest. It is best not to rely on us.” 
 
    Tutor Marton half-extended his wings. 
 
    Magistrate Istvan took a leisurely two steps forward, his gaze fixed on his prey: the other griffin. 
 
    Abruptly, Tutor Marton thought better of his incipient challenge and lowered his wings. He turned away, calling to his tutorial group, who emerged from the food tent. 
 
    Rory huffed a laugh under his breath, gathered up other empty plates and carried a tall stack inside. 
 
    Lajos clapped his hands, the sound echoing across the field like a crack of thunder. Immediately, he had everyone’s attention. “We will begin a guided meditation in ten minutes. Please make yourselves comfortable anywhere in the field, either sitting or lying down.” 
 
    I doubted anyone would feel safe enough to stretch out, but I was wrong. Nearly a dozen people lay down on the sun-warmed grass. I had my eye on a patch of shade down the end of the field. Just after midday, the sun was at its peak. I didn’t want to get sunburn or heat stroke if the guided meditation proved prolonged. That the patch of shade took me away from the food tent and Rory was just coincidence. That it took me away from Magistrate Istvan wasn’t such a coincidence. The griffin was intimidating even to his own kind. 
 
    As was becoming a habit, my tutorial group trailed along. 
 
    “Tutor Rory is a smart one.” Pericles, the old man who’d attempted to stop the shaggy-haired man’s suicidal departure from our group, spoke softly. “The important message wasn’t what was said, but what we saw. He sat beside Amy, here, courting as any young man might. We were given a visual lesson that he is just like you and me.” The old man regarded me with wise eyes, filled with pity and warning. 
 
    I glanced away, and caught Magistrate Istvan watching our departure. How good was griffin hearing? Was he eavesdropping? I jerked my chin up. I refused to feel ashamed because Rory had made me feel special while he used me. These were “the trials”, after all. Everything was a test. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Lajos began. 
 
    There were Faerene scattered among us, sitting in the grass. I couldn’t see any of our tutors, but a quick count suggested there were one hundred Faerene, plus Lajos. Were these our potential Faerene magician matches? Given that Magistrate Istvan remained on the field, that was a daunting thought. What sort of person could survive being partnered with him? 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Lajos repeated. 
 
    I closed my eyes. My eyelids flickered. My breathing accelerated. I didn’t want to close my eyes and increase my vulnerability in a place where I was surrounded by strangers and Faerene. I squeezed my eyes tight. I would not show weakness. 
 
    “The purpose of the guided meditation sessions is to introduce you to an awareness of the magic channeling through you. I don’t expect you to sense it, today. Keep your eyes closed and concentrate on the sound of your heartbeat.” 
 
    Grass rustled to my right, and my eyes flew open. It was only Niaz, a woman from my group, readjusting her legs. 
 
    Grimly, I shut my eyes once more. I couldn’t hear my heartbeat, but I could feel it racing. It needed to slow down. I needed to calm down. 
 
    I disregarded Lajos’s impossible instruction to listen to my heartbeat. It wasn’t as if I could bend my ear to my chest or conjure a stethoscope. However, I could concentrate on my breathing and slow it down. I’d been taught how to meditate, the human way. 
 
    “Listen to your heart and the steady rush of blood through it. Magic wraps itself around a magician’s life force. As you listen to your heart, your awareness of the magic flowing through you will develop naturally.” 
 
    Except that it was physically impossible for a person to hear their own heartbeat. Unless we exerted ourselves and our pulse pounded in our ears. Was that what he meant, rather than the actual beat of our hearts? 
 
    The wind soughed through the pine trees that edged the field. From the food tent came a clatter of dishes. A cricket chirped somewhere and others joined in its chorus. Soon the cold of the changing season would kill them. 
 
    “Keep your eyes closed,” Lajos said. “The meditation is ending. Blow out your breath in three puffs. Puff, puff, puff.” 
 
    It sounded silly, but as my diaphragm grew tight with the final exhalation, for a second I thought I heard my heartbeat. 
 
    “Open your eyes. The session is ended. Good. Now, everyone stand and shake out your limbs. As your name is called, please come forward.” 
 
    In a matter of minutes he had the humans paired up, while the hundred Faerene who’d meditated among us exited the field. The act of pairing us up revealed that four of our original hundred familiar candidates were gone. Equally obvious was the attempt to partner us with someone physically similar. 
 
    Mirembe stood an inch taller than me and moved with an ease that indicated fitness and physical strength. She smiled shyly. Neither of us attempted conversation. 
 
    “You will fight your partner,” Lajos announced. 
 
    Mirembe’s eyes widened. Her mouth formed a slack expression of fear and shock. 
 
    “No weapons and no killing,” Lajos continued. “Begin.” 
 
    “I’ve never fought anyone,” my opponent whispered. 
 
    I believed her. Unlike me, she neither moved into a combat-ready stance nor assessed her opponent for strengths and weaknesses. I felt sorry for her, which would be my weakness. Better, then, that I act quickly. 
 
    I darted forward, lashing out with my left hand, blading for her throat.  
 
    As she flinched backward, she tripped over her own feet—and her fear—and sprawled on the grass. 
 
    “You need to learn how to fall,” I said sympathetically. “Watch me—” 
 
    “Amy, you are to fight, not teach. A new partner. David.” Lajos beckoned a solid man in his thirties toward us. “Mirembe, move aside.” 
 
    David’s former partner was being led away by a goblin. The man’s nose was bleeding heavily and likely broken. 
 
    My former partner scrambled up hastily, only too glad to be dismissed. 
 
    “Begin,” Lajos ordered. 
 
    David charged me. 
 
    I blocked two hits and evaded a kick. A kick was a dangerous choice on the uneven ground. It would be easy to lose one’s balance. David was either an inexperienced fighter or he was showboating. I suspected the latter, and that he risked his showy moves because he underestimated me. 
 
    He blocked my first hit.  
 
    I considered my strategy. Should I reveal to the Faerene that I could fight? Would that escalate— 
 
    David aimed a punch at my chest. 
 
    Getting hit on the boobs hurt, and it was what I hated most in training. I blocked instinctively, and just as instinctively continued the movement, punching him in the throat. Digger had trained me not to go for the balls. Men like David expected that form of attack. 
 
    David retreated two steps. 
 
    I’d pulled my punch, but the fact that I had was obvious. In a real fight, that would have been a killing blow. 
 
    Lajos didn’t call the fight, and David charged forward, again. This time he wasn’t showboating. He aimed to take me down. By the fury in his eyes and the jerkiness of his motions, he wanted to make me hurt. He was fast, but not as fast as me, and he was messy. He telegraphed his intentions. 
 
    Ow.  
 
    He got a punch through my guard and hit me in the chest. 
 
    I kicked his knee, using a low kick and being sure of my footing. I hit with the heel of my boot.  
 
    His knee crunched. David dropped, screaming. 
 
    I winced because of the high note he reached and the attention it attracted. What I didn’t do was apologize. This hadn’t been an exhibition match or even a training bout. Digger would have approved. I had crippled my opponent, and kept myself safe. For now. 
 
    An orc picked David up and carried him to the healers’ tent. 
 
    Lajos signaled for me to follow him. 
 
    I flexed my fingers, maintaining my alertness and readiness levels.  
 
    We stopped near a fight that included Chen, one of us ten who’d been teleported from Manhattan. He’d also been the man who last night had reached for a knife that wasn’t there when Magistrate Istvan loomed out of the forest. Chen and his opponent were locked in a swift violent dance. 
 
    I recognized Chen’s kung fu moves, but his opponent’s style mystified me.  
 
    His opponent abruptly changed his approach, getting in close and trying to turn the fight into a wrestling bout; a nasty one. Blood dripped from Chen’s face. An inch higher, and his opponent’s attempted eye gouge would have succeeded. Chen broke free, and ended the bout with a flying kick. Now that was showy, but also perfectly executed. His opponent flopped to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    “Two minutes,” Lajos said to Chen. “Then you fight Amy.”  
 
    Tutor Marton, who’d been supervising Chen’s fight, nodded. 
 
    Lajos walked away. 
 
    There were water fountains dotted around the perimeter of the field. They were formed from rock, and water bubbled out of them when you pressed a blue tile. Chen and I both got a drink. He held the bottom of his shirt to the cut beneath his eye so that he didn’t bleed into the fountain. 
 
    A goblin tsked. She had blue skin that looked as if she’d rolled in blueberries, a flat nose in a round face, and purple hair. “Healers’ tent, young man.” 
 
    “No. He is to fight,” Marton said. “Lajos’s orders.” 
 
    The goblin’s glare should have incinerated Marton. She reached up a hand, not quite touching Chen’s face, and murmured an incomprehensible phrase. We were over the two minutes Lajos had given us, but Marton waited as the cut beneath Chen’s eye healed. With a final scowl at Marton, the goblin passed on to her next patient. 
 
    Her actions distracted me. If I had to be a familiar, I hoped I was matched with someone like her; someone strong in healing magic and capable of standing up to bullies. 
 
    “Begin,” Marton said. 
 
    Chen and I simply stood and eyed each other. 
 
    Marton clacked his beak. 
 
    Chen and I moved into a staged fight. His kung fu and my karate forms had both been modified by street brawling, but the feel of our fight was that of an exhibition match. There was an exhilaration to it, that of knowing that you could do your worst and your opponent could match you. I grinned at him as I rolled up from the fall he’d flipped me into. The answering gleam in his eyes said he wasn’t intending to hurt me, either. 
 
    The second time he flipped me, he followed through and rested a bladed hand at my throat. 
 
    I tapped the ground, signaling that I yielded. 
 
    Chen stepped back and bowed. 
 
    “Honorable behavior,” Marton said. “Showing mercy to a lesser opponent.” 
 
    I was too out of breath to laugh, but Chen’s expression of incredulity flattered me. He didn’t consider me lesser. Our eyes met. We both nodded, and resumed fighting. 
 
    Digger and my other senseis had taught me better than to let Marton’s dismissal of me distract me via anger. Chen and I clashed in a flurry of blows—and froze. 
 
    The freezing was not by our choice. I struggled to move, but couldn’t even blink. My body was no longer answering to me. 
 
    The stasis power vanished, and Chen and I acted instinctively. We spun to stand back to back, ready to fight the unknown enemy. 
 
    “Now, that is interesting,” Lajos said. “Opponents to allies.” Presumably it had been him who’d frozen us. “You two are dismissed until dinnertime. Lessons will resume after the meal.” 
 
    A shiver started deep inside me and wracked my body. I’d never experienced an anxiety attack before, and I had no wish to start, now. I gritted my teeth. “Thanks for having my back,” I said to Chen. 
 
    He bowed fractionally. Either he was less freaked than I was, or he had better self-control.  
 
    At any rate, I had done what I could not to burn bridges with an ally. Before a second shiver could shake me, I ran off. I needed to exhaust the adrenaline coursing through my body. I didn’t trust the forest, so I ran the length of the field. I would run up and back until I’d driven out the fear that possessed me. 
 
    To lose control of my body to a Faerene was petrifying. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Istvan stood in the shade of the forest with Tineke and Koos, a female elf and a male werewolf, both prospective matches for the familiar candidates. 
 
    “Lajos is an idiot,” Tineke snapped. She’d been observing the humans’ fights with her arms folded and an unimpressed expression on her narrow face. However, when Lajos had frozen two combatants mid-bout, her left foot started tapping. “Now this. This is what we did not need. They are back to back, allied against a greater danger, and that greater danger in their minds is us! We need to win their trust.” 
 
    “Healers like Viola are doing so,” Istvan pointed out. 
 
    “Bah.” Tineke added an expletive to Lajos’s name. 
 
    Lajos turned to stare at them. 
 
    Tineke gestured a rude, sexual suggestion at him. 
 
    He took a step toward the trio, then his shoulders slumped. 
 
    “Slime kisser,” Tineke hissed. 
 
    “Give the man a break.” Koos leaned against a pine tree, unconcerned by Tineke’s anger and unbothered by the sap oozing stickily onto his shirt. “He’s just the puppet of the Fae Council. The trials are their idea, fueled by the scholars’ deductions from the old myths about familiars.” 
 
    “Then they’re idiots, too.” Tineke’s ears flushed a darker green, a rare sign of rage in an elf. “The humans on Earth are reduced to a seventh of the population they had when the Rift opened. You were working on the Rift, but I was out there.” She flung out an arm. “I witnessed their suffering. Do you know what some call it? The Faerene Apocalypse. Lajos does not need to give the familiars further reason to hate and fear us.” 
 
    Istvan shifted uneasily. He’d been focused on defending and sealing the Rift. Then he’d justified taking a break in Patagonia, from which retreat Piros had harassed him out to the trials. What Istvan hadn’t given attention to was the burden the Reclamation Team had been under, and still carried. Magicians like Tineke cast the spells that returned human technology to the earth, breaking it down safely so that natural cycles of birth, growth, death and decay could resume. By doing so, they strengthened the Earth’s shield. The Reclamation Team’s work had been essential to sealing the Rift. Evidently, the work had also placed an immense emotional burden on the team members. 
 
    “Thank you for your work, Tineke,” he said. 
 
    The elf switched from glaring at Lajos to glaring at Istvan. Slowly, the dark green flush to her ears faded. “The humans are hurting, Istvan. On Elysium it was easier to concentrate on the damage they had done to their world and to accept the theoretical idea of the price they’d pay for restoring the natural balance. But I have learned the difference between theory and reality. These are people and I have cried with them.” From an elven warrior, the admission of tears was significant. 
 
    “They are not all good,” Koos said. “The trials have to sort out those we can trust as familiars and those who would use the opportunity provided by partnering with us to either hurt or exploit us. I witnessed humans turn on humans with the savagery of rabid beasts.” 
 
    Koos was another Reclamation Team member. His experience had equal weight with Tineke’s. 
 
    As a magistrate, Istvan was accustomed to judging testimony. Both of his companions spoke the truth. It was their emotional reactions to their shared experience that varied.  
 
    He made a mental note to acquire copies of the reports for his territory. The trauma the humans within it had suffered through the last few months since the Rift opened would impact their behavior going forward. Most importantly, from his perspective, it would affect their interactions with the Faerene who’d been assigned land and rights within the borders of his territory. 
 
    Perhaps the trials would serve a useful purpose for him beyond acquiring a familiar—an advantage about which he harbored reservations. He could use the trials to observe how humans interacted with the Faerene. It might be that the trials provided a microcosm for Earth’s immediate future. 
 
    No one had ever expected that building a society that blended the Faerene and humans would be easy. 
 
    “Tell me, Koos,” Tineke began, her tone pure challenge. “If the human woman that Lajos just subdued with a stasis spell had been one of your pack, what would you have done?” 
 
    Koos came forward, straightening as he did so. His lazy slouch had transformed instantly into one of menace. Unlike Rory, who’d migrated with lone wolf status, Koos had crossed the Rift as part of the largest of the seven werewolf packs. “No elf would attack—” He broke off. When he resumed, his tone was thoughtful. “No elf would attack a werewolf in such a manner. They certainly wouldn’t interfere in one of our fights.” 
 
    Tineke wasn’t above rubbing in the lesson. “And yet, you found nothing wrong with Lajos attacking a human woman in such a way. Isn’t she the woman Rory flirted with? What would have happened if he’d seen Lajos’s attack?” 
 
    A growl rumbled in Koos’s chest. Werewolves protected all their packmates, but women and children came first. 
 
    Istvan intervened. “Rory has more discipline than to interfere in a training exercise.” Nonetheless, the griffin looked toward the western end of the field. It was fortunate that as a tutor Rory had been fully occupied supervising six fights. 
 
    Of the one hundred humans brought to the trials, fourteen had channeled magic for fighting purposes, and only three of them had primarily used the magic defensively. Two of the fourteen fighters had chosen to die rather than live as a familiar. The remaining twelve fought one another in six separate fights. Injuries had whittle the fights down to two. 
 
    Almost everyone else on the field had ceased fighting. People emerged from the healers’ tent, moving with greater energy than those who’d avoided requiring the healers’ services. Istvan suspected that the healers had done more than heal new injuries. They were compulsive meddlers. They would have healed underlying conditions in their patients, as well. 
 
    Which prompted a new question. Why hadn’t all the humans been passed through the healers’ tent on their arrival at the trials? 
 
    Istvan ruffled his feathers, momentarily inclined to join Tineke in her impatience with whatever schemes the Fae Council had weaving through the trials. People shouldn’t be left in pain when a remedy was at hand. 
 
    As Rory dismissed the last of his fighters, Istvan scanned the field. The human woman, Amy, had vanished. 
 
    “I need to hunt my dinner,” Istvan said to his companions. 
 
    Tineke nodded impatiently. She watched Lajos as a hawk might watch a mouse. She no doubt intended to pounce on the man and berate him. 
 
    Istvan hesitated. They’d been warned repeatedly that the first year of a migration was the most stressful. And that was without the complication of familiars emerging in the indigenous population. Tineke would be unwise to interfere with the Fae Council’s plans. 
 
    “I will go with her,” Koos said. 
 
    The werewolf’s promise shocked Istvan. The griffin had forgotten that just as he observed others, they watched him. Koos had read, and arguably shared, Istvan’s concern that Tineke would stir up trouble for herself. In the absence of others of his pack at the trials, Koos had protective instincts to spare.  
 
    Istvan nodded his thanks. 
 
    “I can look after myself,” Tineke said. “Adopt some of the humans, wolf, if you must fuss over someone.” 
 
    Koos merely shrugged. “Adopting humans would interfere with the Council’s plan to partner each with a magician. I don’t want to cross the Council.” 
 
    “Huh.” Tineke, all too evidently, felt otherwise. 
 
    Koos grinned faintly. Werewolves enjoyed trouble and found humor in the strangest entanglements. 
 
    More rational, or arguably, less adventurous, Istvan left them to find whatever trouble they chose. It wasn’t simply dinner he sought as he winged northward, passing through the barrier that contained the erratic magic of the humans gathered at the trials. Istvan wished to explore a little of his new territory. 
 
    The Pontic Mountains had been chosen as the site for the trials on the basis that it was magically stable and would be able to sustain the chaos of a hundred untutored magic users congregating together. 
 
    The Black Sea lay to the north of them, and at the northern edge of it began Istvan’s territory. As magistrate, he’d be responsible for what humans two centuries ago had called the Russian Empire, plus Mongolia and Japan. He’d researched them back on Elysium and understood their geography, but what changes the past few months had wrought on the people and land he had yet to discover. 
 
    He knew which Faerene were settling where. The orcs were excited to have the Siberian tundra. They loved the cold of its winters and the vastness of the space. Although, with the death of the majority of humans, space in the sense of uninhabited land, was now readily discoverable. In fact, managing the safe, prosperous spread of Faerene around the planet would be one of the challenges of the first few years Post-Migration. Individual Faerene weren’t bound to the land assigned to them while on Elysium. Here, things had to be different, but the realities of life on Earth required flexibility. 
 
    For magistrates such as Istvan, part of the challenge would be to balance flexibility with the need to build stable communities, and blended ones at that. Faerene and humans. Initially, Faerene would take the lead. They had to because they understood the risks involved if anything weakened the shield. None of them wanted a second Rift opening. Humans had little to no understanding of the danger they’d all been in. 
 
    Tineke’s impassioned defense of the humans’ suffering recurred to him. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to convince the human survivors that the Faerene had acted for humanity’s survival when allowing, and in truth, encouraging, the annihilation of so many. Seen in that light, the behavior of the familiar candidates was outstandingly tolerant. Or else, they were deeply traumatized, terrified and cowed into compliance. 
 
    For a magistrate as committed to justice as Istvan, the latter idea was an unacceptable situation. He would investigate. If he didn’t like what he found, Tineke would have a recruit for her cause. 
 
    Below him, a fish splashed as it approached the surface of the sea that glittered in the evening light. Istvan entered a dive, capturing not that fish, but one near it. His long beak lacked the handsome lines of his brother’s and cousins’, but it was admirably suited to fishing. 
 
    He swallowed the fish, enjoying the slippery slide of it down his gullet. The water was fresh, with a touch of salt. The fish was a good appetizer, but what he hungered for was real meat. He wanted to tear into a carcass with the blood still hot from the chase. 
 
    Istvan angled east, in search of deer. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The Faerene, apparently, didn’t abide by their own rules. 
 
    After I’d run myself to exhaustion, I walked till I’d cooled down, then collected my soap, wash cloth, towel and clean clothes, and went to stand in line for a shower. The bathing facilities were strictly separated by gender, but when a female elf strode up to the women’s line, a man trailed in her wake. 
 
    She stopped beside me. “I’m Tineke.” 
 
    “Amy.” 
 
    “I’m Koos,” the man said. “Werewolf.” 
 
    I glanced at him with new interest. He was lightly shorter but about as wide as Rory. His skin was much darker than the only other werewolf I’d met. His hair was cut short, rather than allowed to curl, and was ash blond. His eyes were a similar gray shade of hazel to Rory’s. 
 
    “How did you feel when Lajos hit you with that stasis spell?” Tineke demanded. 
 
    So far all the elves I’d encountered could be described as slender, and Tineke met that profile. Slender, however, didn’t equate to weak. There was a toughness to Tineke, and a sense of barely restrained emotion. 
 
    I compressed my lips. I didn’t like the reminder of my earlier helplessness, nor did I want to answer Tineke.  
 
    The other women standing in line for the shower had edged away from us, reforming the line without me. But they watched. 
 
    “Please, be honest,” Tineke prompted. “What Lajos did was wrong. Magicians should not use such violent spells of restraint on innocent people.” 
 
    My lips parted on an involuntary gust of relief and hope. “I was scared,” I confessed in an under voice. 
 
    Koos moved, placing his stocky body between me and the bulk of our audience. 
 
    Tineke laid a tentative hand on my arm. Her fingers were a delicate pale shade of green, the nails clear and neatly tended. “If you would register a protest, we can get Lajos censured for his action and prevent this happening to another candidate.” 
 
    I studied Tineke’s earnest expression. My instinct was that she meant every word, and that she was a crusader. I wasn’t sure I liked being picked as a cause, or what the consequences might be if I challenged the actions of the elf running the trials. 
 
    I looked at Koos for his opinion. 
 
    “A protest has to be registered by the person affected for a magistrate to pay it heed,” he explained, but he didn’t hint whether I should or shouldn’t lodge one. But if he didn’t agree that I should, would he be here with Tineke? 
 
    “Would Magistrate Istvan judge the case?” I asked. My complete ignorance of the Faerene legal system had me at a disadvantage. 
 
    “No, Istvan is here to find a familiar, as are Koos and I. The magistrate would be Rens.” 
 
    Tineke’s response didn’t help me much. I frowned. “Tineke, as frightening as feeling trapped in my body was, I just want to survive the trials and go home.” 
 
    Her eager, determined expression pinched.  
 
    My stomach felt as if I’d swallowed a cannonball. “Tineke, we can go home, can’t we?” Dorotta had said it would depend on the magician I was matched with, but now that I was at the trials, I wanted a definite answer. I wanted a promise. 
 
    “It will depend on the situation,” Koos said. “I do not approve. Werewolves understand the importance of pack, of family and belonging. But other Faerene, those that dominate the Council, have stupid ideals of our duty to a greater good.” 
 
    “So, what are they sacrificing?” I asked bitterly. 
 
    Tineke rubbed my arm. “Two of the Council died holding the Rift.” She sounded sad rather than chiding. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to get any deeper into this mess. I won’t register a protest against Lajos—this time. If he does it again, who do I speak to?” 
 
    Tineke brightened. “Find me or Koos or Istvan.” 
 
    I flinched. 
 
    “You fear the magistrate?” Tineke exclaimed, shocked. “Oh no, he is the best of magistrates. A truly fair and fearless judge.” 
 
    “But is he kind?” I asked. 
 
    Koos snorted. “You are a wise woman. There is a difference between justice and mercy. But as harsh as Istvan may appear, you can trust him.” The werewolf looked at the remaining human women. The line had substantially shortened as everyone hurried to shower and escape the presence of the two intense Faerene talking with me. “Tineke, we need to leave the woman to be about her business.” 
 
    Tineke squeezed my arm before she released me. “Remember, you can trust us. There are laws in place. No Faerene should hurt you.” She raised her voice. “No Faerene at the trials should hurt any of you. If they do, tell me.” 
 
    All that achieved was for the last woman in line to dive into the shower. The woman who’d just vacated it scurried past us. 
 
    Tineke’s mouth drooped with disappointment.  
 
    “Trust takes time to build,” I said. 
 
    The cliché wasn’t much, but Tineke brightened. “Yes. Yes, it does.” 
 
    Koos heaved what seemed to be a long-suffering sigh and followed her as she strode away, obviously struck by some new idea. 
 
    Being last to shower, I had time to linger, but the cold water discouraged it. Nonetheless, I took the opportunity to wash my hair before I squeezed as much water from it as I could and braided it wet. I hoped the Faerene had the fire pits going or the evening chill would make me regret it. 
 
    “Scarf.” Melinda met me at the laundry tent where I’d gone to place my dirty clothes. The white linen scarf dangled in mid-air. 
 
    I plucked it thankfully, shook it out, and draped it loosely over my head and shoulders. I immediately felt warmer. “Thank you.” 
 
    She walked with me to the food tent. The fire pits were alight. The flames seemed translucent in the early evening light. Most people had already served themselves. We had an Indian feast, tonight: vegetables and spicy dahls with rice, all to be served on banana leaves laid across wooden boards. The Faerene’s catering was interesting. Some of the food didn’t seem to be made on site. Did they use messengers like the copper dragon Dorotta to transport it or a spell of translocation? 
 
    So far we hadn’t learned much at all about the nature and rules of magic.  
 
    I balanced a cup of chai on a corner of my makeshift plate and walked outside. Eating inside the food tent would be warmer, but the price of it—sitting among a crush of strangers—deterred me. I walked across to a fire pit that had only four people sitting around it. The fact that one of those people was Tutor Marton momentarily slowed my steps, but I didn’t think he’d want to talk with me. 
 
    I placed the board on the ground and sat cross-legged behind it, with the fire between Marton and me. I ate without looking at anyone and certainly without talking. I’d exhausted my capacity for social activity. Eating with my fingers was messy, but oddly satisfying.  
 
    The evening shadows lengthened, becoming moving bars of darkness as people crisscrossed the field. When I’d finished my meal, and drained the last of the chai, its spices leaving my mouth tingling and fresh, I disposed of the banana leaf in the fire, and carried the board and cup back to the food tent. 
 
    After washing my hands, I returned to the field. 
 
    Rory fell into step with me. “I missed your fights. I had my own to supervise. How are you?” 
 
    Had he heard about the stasis spell Lajos had struck Chen and me with? “I’m fine.” 
 
    His arm brushed mine as we walked too closely for strangers. Yet I didn’t draw away. 
 
    The Faerene and their intentions puzzled me. After considering the events of the day, it wouldn’t have surprised me if Lajos’s action had been designed to provoke protectiveness in some of the potential magician partners. Us familiar candidates had to be trained to trust them. Already Melinda’s care of her tutorial group inclined me to like her, and I respected the healers. 
 
    I regretted that when Chen and I had been dismissed from fighting, he’d had the self-control to go and assist the healers by supporting their patients and carrying supplies. I had watched him while I’d run, but despite my desire to be a doctor and to partner with a healer, I hadn’t been able to force myself to copy him. The terror that Lajos had instilled in me by freezing my body hadn’t been easily shed. 
 
    Actually, it still coiled in my stomach. 
 
    Whether Rory had a shred of honesty in the attention he showed me, or if Pericles was right and the werewolf flirted with me as part of his tutorial duties, having his solid presence beside me made me feel safe. 
 
    I hated feeling weak. I hated that Lajos had revealed this cowardice in me. I’d survived most of my life alone even when I was surrounded by people. But now my sense of isolation had an element of nightmare to it. 
 
    “Amy!” Tineke called. She patted the ground beside her, inviting me to sit and join the group at her fire pit. 
 
    I’d been headed for where Winona and the others in my tutorial group clustered. 
 
    Should I retreat to the human group or join the mix of Faerene and humans? 
 
    Rory clasped my hand. “Sit with us.” 
 
    I sat beside Tineke, with Rory close at my other side. Introductions around the circle revealed that the shadowy forms I’d mistaken for human were actually elves, werewolves and a vampire. 
 
    I squeaked. “Vampires are real?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Dries, the vampire, answered. “It is fascinating how many stories humans have of the Faerene even though none of us had previously visited Earth. The details may be wrong, but you were aware of our existence prior to the Rift. Personally, I believe that the angels and demons must have been telling stories.” 
 
    “Angels and demons exist?” I gasped. “You mean, there’s truly a heaven and a hell?” 
 
    Lajos clapped his hands, silencing conversation across the field. Twilight was deepening fast. “The final lesson for today is on the history of familiars.” 
 
    I pushed aside thoughts of angels and demons, heaven and hell. The Faerene’s history of familiars would reveal their attitude toward us and their expectations for our future. History was like that. It reflected the concerns of those who recounted it. 
 
    “Faerene can be as prejudiced as any human society,” Lajos told us. 
 
    My body remembered Magistrate Istvan’s lesson before my conscience mind made the connection. I swayed sideways, leaning into Rory. Werewolves were one group that suffered prejudice. 
 
    I’d always sided with the underdog in life. My parents might have emotionally neglected me, but I’d enjoyed every other advantage of wealth, health and social status. Awareness of the good life I’d had without any effort had inclined me to support others both out of guilt (akin to survivor’s guilt) and a sense of justice. Now, faced with the Faerene, I was experiencing the social stigma of being regarded as lesser for the first time. Expressing solidarity with Rory came naturally. 
 
    He responded by changing his position. His hand went down on the ground at my left hip. He sat at my right. He braced himself there with his shoulder behind mine. If we’d been at a movie theatre, he’d just pulled the classic yawn-and-stretch that placed his arm around me. The move was possessive. 
 
    I turned my head for a second, my chin grazing his shoulder. I felt the rumble that went through him at the slight caress. 
 
    Whether other aspects of his interactions with me were for public display, this was just between the two of us. 
 
    Hyper-aware of Rory, I had to force my concentration back to Lajos’s lecture. 
 
    “Millennia ago, when the Faerene first began to use magic, the emerging magic users of what were then considered the lesser races were bound to the shamans, and then, to the magicians of more powerful groups. Elves, nymphs and unicorns were ranked among the ‘lesser races’. At the same time as the Faerene improved their understanding and use of magic, the ability to employ it spread to all of them. This took many centuries, and is an era remembered through myth and legend rather than contemporary texts. 
 
    “As magic became commonplace, like any skill, only a few chose to specialize in it. Those that did, soon found it more efficient to rely on the magic they channeled themselves, than to bond with a familiar. Faerene society grew more open, accepting and equal, and the role of familiars fell out of favor. It came to be seen as a dispiriting inequality, disrespectful of magic and the talent to use it, and an unnecessary complication in one’s life as a magician. It was shunned.” 
 
    Lajos seemed to be stating that for Faerene, the idea of becoming a familiar had been rejected as akin to embracing slavery. 
 
    Rory remained relaxed against my shoulder. This was old news to him. However, his lack of tension was interesting. It suggested that he thought I would accept what Lajos was saying. 
 
    What could possibly justify coercing humans to act in a role Faerene rejected for themselves? The coercion was undeniable. If we refused the role of familiar, or even that of familiar candidate, we were executed. 
 
    “However, new circumstances require new attitudes,” Lajos announced. “Here on Earth there are relatively few Faerene and many needs. This is one half of the equation. The other half is the fragility of Earth’s shield and its ecosystems. Frankly, neither can sustain untrained mages spraying magic wildly, as you have been doing. To ensure the security of the shield, the magic channeled by humans must be controlled. Bonding you with a Faerene magician resolves the dangerous question of how to control your magic, and will enable the magician to act with greater power and endurance. 
 
    “Along the way, you will learn about magic. Listen well.” Lajos paused. “Humans, I am not promising that your magician partners will teach you about magic or permit you to wield it yourself. It will likely take several generations before humanity acquires the sophisticated understanding of magic that defines a magician. However, you are the starting point. Just as elves were once dismissed as lesser for our pacifistic tendencies, and yet, I now stand before you, as a representative of all Faerene, so too humanity can invest in its magical maturation. You will plant the seed for future generations.” 
 
    He clapped his hands. “Faerene, as you sit around the campfires, share with our human guests the stories of familiars. The tale of Ludo and Tineke is recommended.” 
 
    Lajos’s lesson had contained less history than I’d expected, and far more emphasis on the nature of our situation as familiar candidates. 
 
    “I guess I should tell the story,” Tineke said. “Since it is of my namesake.” 
 
    The other Faerene would know the story, but none got up to leave. The story was for me, but all of them would listen. 
 
    I wondered if Tineke guessed how little attention I paid to the fantastic tale of the orc and elf’s rescue of a thousand orcan children from slave traders, and how Ludo and Tineke created a mountain chain to foil the fleeing bandits. Surely even the most powerful of magicians couldn’t create a mountain range? 
 
    But I had a more personal question to consider. 
 
    At the beginning of the apocalypse, I’d traded my skills and energy for a place at Stella’s homestead to ride out the troubles. Was trading a magic I had no idea how to control for a position of unique if not respected status in Faerene society so different? 
 
    But then, if I was trading, I needed to optimize what I gained. After all, I would prefer to stay in human society, safe at home in Apfall Hill with my family, so if I was going to give that up in sacrifice for the future that Lajos spoke of with such political beguilement, I should guilt my assigned magician partner into providing me with satisfactory compensation. 
 
    And I’d completely ignore the fact that I would be bargaining from a position of absolute weakness. It was bond as a familiar or die. However, some Faerene, like Tineke, seemed unhappy with how humans were being treated. My actions would depend on who I was partnered with. 
 
    The story of Ludo and Tineke ended. 
 
    Before another story of familiars could begin, Rory spoke. “Amy, tell us about your life for the last few months.” 
 
    The Faerene around the fire pit, who’d been moving restlessly, settled back.  
 
    “All right,” I said uncertainly, and then, with more decision. “Yes.” If I wanted the Faerene’s sympathy, I had to win it. “Let me tell you how I survived the apocalypse, about my new family, and the town we saved.” I sought for where to begin, and it was obvious. It began with the camp for sick kids, Patti, and her introduction of me to Stella. “It all began with pee-soaked sheets.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    In the shadows, Istvan listened to Amy’s story of survival. He was trained and experienced in sorting truth from fiction, and prior to the Migration he’d studied humans extensively in preparation for delivering justice for them as well as for the Faerene in his territory. The translation spell on the trials meant that he understood her despite the strange English language she spoke. Now, there was an idiosyncratic language. 
 
    She spoke the truth. Her stories about the people she’d adopted as family reminded him of werewolves adoption of a pack. She barely mentioned her parents, but her pain from their neglect and from her current lack of knowledge of whether they still lived deepened her voice when she spoke of them. 
 
    Her voice quickened with enthusiasm and warmed with love when she described her new family and their activities. That she missed them was obvious. Equally clear was her belief that they’d be missing her. She’d found, no, she’d built, a home. As a Faerene who’d joined the Migration, Istvan understood the value of what she’d lost. 
 
    Depending on who took this human as a familiar, she might never see her family, again. 
 
    By the way Rory edged closer and closer to her until he’d all but wound himself around her like a boa constrictor, he worried about what her loss of family, of pack, would mean to her; the damage it might do. 
 
    Had the Fae Council considered the specific trauma of dislocation the familiar candidates would suffer? Some likely had no home or place where they belonged and a pairing with a Faerene magician might actually bring them relief and security. However, for self-motivated and community-minded survivors like Amy, the separation from their old lives was a new cruelty. 
 
    By the time Amy finished her story, she sat between Rory’s legs, his arms around her and a log he’d magicked into place at his back. The other fire pits had been abandoned, the flames dying away. The humans there had retreated after a single retelling of a familiar tale, and sought sleep and oblivion in their tents. 
 
    Istvan suspected that Amy was acute enough to realize that more Faerene than were visibly gathered at her fire pit listened to her story.  
 
    “Dorotta, a messenger dragon, collected me from the middle of the harvest festival and here I am.” At the point of successful survival and celebration, she’d been snatched away. 
 
    No one could miss her message. 
 
    “Do you have a preference for who you’d like to bond with, what type of magician?” Marton asked. Even the haughty griffin had been entranced by her storytelling. 
 
    “I don’t know what sort of magicians there are.” Abruptly, she appeared to become aware that Rory had wrapped himself around her. She turned her head to stare at him, her stiff posture indicating shock and uncertainty. 
 
    He rubbed his temple against hers. 
 
    Strangely, the nuzzling gesture of a werewolf comforting a packmate worked on the human woman. She relaxed back against him. 
 
    Koos watched them from across the fire pit.  
 
    For all his earlier flirting, tonight Rory hadn’t treated Amy as he would a woman he intended to seduce. No, it was potentially more worrying than that. Rory acted as if he was preparing to adopt her into his pack. 
 
    He didn’t have a pack. 
 
    As his commanding officer at the Rift, Istvan had gotten to know the man. Istvan respected Rory as a magician, soldier and honorable individual. He’d expected that once the shield was restored, Rory would roam a short while before selecting one of the existing packs and applying for membership. None of them would reject him. 
 
    But now, Rory acted as if he might start his own pack; one which included humans. 
 
    When the Fae Council had assigned Rory to act as a tutor, had they ever imagined this outcome? Admittedly, Amy wasn’t one of Rory’s assigned students, but this was still disruptive. How could a human balance the pressures of a new familiar bond and a pack bond? 
 
    The short answer was that she couldn’t. 
 
    Koos looked worried for a reason. 
 
    In pursuing Amy as a potential pack member, Rory did her no favors. She hadn’t protested his physical proximity, which meant she trusted him. 
 
    “Demon dung,” Istvan cursed beneath his breath. 
 
    Rory was staking his claim to the “trusted Faerene” position that Amy’s future magician partner needed to occupy in her life. 
 
    Istvan raised a paw, claws extended, and scratched his chest. Perhaps, if Amy was matched with Koos, Rory could join Koos’s pack and the potential problem of strained loyalties would resolve itself? Rory would be a valuable addition to any pack. His performance as a Rift magician had proven his power magically and his military experience on Elysium fitted him for a number of protective roles. 
 
    At Istvan’s soft curse, Rory glanced in his direction.  
 
    The acuteness of the werewolf’s hearing astonished Istvan. It intrigued him, too. For all his seeming focus on the human woman, to hear Istvan’s barely-breathed curse at that distance meant that Rory maintained at least one active defensive spell. 
 
    “Enough for tonight,” Koos said. “Rory, we should shift and hunt as wolves.” 
 
    It was a statement starkly formed to remind the human among them of how different and predatory werewolves were. 
 
    If it scared Amy, she didn’t show it. Then, again, her story of survival had revealed her courage. She accepted Rory’s help in rising, said a general “goodnight”, and walked with Tineke in the direction of the sleep tents.  
 
    The Faerene, or those of them who sheltered inside tents, slept separately to the humans. Tineke walked with Amy to the second of the human women’s tents, the two females talking privately, before Tineke left her there.  
 
    When Amy ducked inside, Rory turned to Koos. “Let’s hunt.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Tineke linked her arm with mine and strolled toward the sleep tents. All the other humans appeared to have retired for the night. Only I’d remained outside with the Faerene. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing your story with us,” Tineke said. “We’ve been so busy that we haven’t been able to interact in a meaningful sense with individual humans or track your lives. You should know that I serve on the Reclamation Team. We are the magicians returning your technologies to the earth.” 
 
    Our technologies: lost telecommunication and transport systems, electricity, guns, and plastic. The technological achievements that had defined the twentieth and twenty first centuries were gone. 
 
    “And the bodies?” I asked. 
 
    Tineke gulped. “Yes.” 
 
    It was hard, thinking of the pain of those who’d died during the apocalypse and those who’d survived, and the apocalypse wasn’t over. Not yet. Not till we reached some equilibrium the Faerene pursued. Given Lajos’s lessons on the Rift and the danger of damaging Earth’s shield, I even understood the Faerene’s thinking.  
 
    When I’d participated in killing the men attacking the Apfall Hill roadblock and threatening Digger and me, I’d acted as the Faerene did. The degree was different, but not the justification. Threats to the safe home I protected had to be eliminated. For the Faerene migrants to Earth, humans were that threat. 
 
    “Thank you for sparing us mass graves,” I said quietly to Tineke. 
 
    She hugged me tight, then whirled away, vanishing into the darkness less by magic than by the silent swiftness of her departure. 
 
    I lifted the tent flap and walked into a raging, whispered tumult. 
 
    The twenty three women inside weren’t tucked up in their beds, asleep. Instead, a number of them paced up and down, a few huddled together, and all of them turned to observe my entrance. 
 
    “Finished crawling to the masters, then, Amy?” 
 
    I let the tent flap fall and focused on my bed. The futon was still rolled and stacked with the blankets against a tent wall. 
 
    “Did you not hear what that elf told us?” The short, stocky woman pushed into my personal space and waved a finger up at my face. “They as good as told us we are to be their slaves.” 
 
    “I won’t be anyone’s slave,” Winona said. The lack of emotion in her voice was eerie. 
 
    Before I could respond to her, a second woman got into my face, sneering. “Hoping to get some perks by being that werewolf’s bitch?” 
 
    Rory and I probably had looked cozy out there, but it hadn’t been sexual. We hadn’t flirted while I told my story. I honestly hadn’t even noticed him wrap me up in a hug. I’d been talking about Apfall Hill, reliving the past few months and missing my family, and the embrace had felt natural. From Jarod I’d learned the powerful comfort of a friend’s hug. Rory’s kindness to me didn’t deserve this woman’s insult. 
 
    I didn’t either, but I refused to engage. I kept my tone level and as dispassionate as possible, hoping to defuse the situation. “The dragon who transported me to the portal at Manhattan advised me to act with goodwill. The Faerene can undoubtedly hear our conversation in here, even though you’re whispering.” A people who could cross worlds and hold off an invading horde of alien insects weren’t likely to be foiled by some tent fabric. “None of us know yet what being a familiar will mean. We should be listening and learning, and thinking of how we can help ourselves and our communities.” 
 
    The two women who were in my face began to answer, crudely. 
 
    Surprisingly, shy Mirembe spoke over both of them. “Today, Amy offered to teach me how to fall. I saw her fight. It is interesting to me that she wanted to teach me how to fall, first, before she would offer to teach me to fight and defend myself.” She sat down beside Winona. Mirembe was from a Ugandan village on Lake Victoria. Winona was from the Bronx. Their skin color was the same. Mirembe gripped Winona’s hands. “Do you know what I heard Lajos say? I heard him say that Faerene society struggles with prejudice, but that it abandoned slavery long ago. He dares not promise us equality and fair treatment from all Faerene. But I have hope. The Faerene do not want slaves. We must learn how far we have to fall, how low our position as human familiars is in Faerene society, and then, we can begin to fight for ourselves and all humanity. Most especially for those whom God gives the burden and gift of magic.” 
 
    Mirembe’s unassuming dignity and genuine resolve silenced the tent. 
 
    Winona nodded with gathering speed until she resembled a bobble head. “I can do that. I’m used to fighting for my place at the table.” 
 
    “It is better that we don’t fight each other.” With that final piece of wisdom, Mirembe returned to her futon. 
 
    I smiled at her as she passed me, thanking her silently, before I made up my bed. Then I collected my towel and birch twig toothbrush and headed for the rocky women’s bathroom. It seemed easier to breathe outside the tent, despite the chill in the air.  
 
    When I exited the bathroom, a hand shot out to grab me.  
 
    “Wanna be friendly with monsters? Be friendly with me.” The chill in the air seemed to crystallize. 
 
    My assailant was one of the men who’d fought under Rory’s supervision this afternoon. That made him one of the human familiar candidates who channeled magic for fighting purposes. The sense that the air crystallized couldn’t be good news for me. I suspected that it was how my senses interpreted the magic he aimed at me. 
 
    I opened my mouth to scream—and closed it as an orc dashed between my human attacker and me. 
 
    Frida was one of the tutors. She was also seven feet tall and angry. She pinned the man to a pine tree with one hand on his throat. I mightn’t have been able to stop the man’s magic, but Frida could and did. “Return to your tent. Do not fear. This one is leaving.” 
 
    I nodded. “Leaving” was definitely a euphemism. Candidates who exited the trials died.  
 
    My would-be rapist gurgled a plea. 
 
    I wasn’t listening to him, and I doubted Frida would, either. “Thanks,” I said to her briefly, and hurried back to the tent, leaving the man to his fate. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    During the night, the rain started. It continued throughout a gray dawn. A stack of woolen ponchos waited for us just inside the tent’s entrance. I pulled one on over my wool shirt and sweater, and wrapped the scarf Melinda had given me yesterday over my head. I was grateful I’d showered late yesterday and didn’t have to get naked, wet and cold on such a miserable morning.  
 
    We ate in the food tent in shifts since sitting outside wasn’t feasible. The hot porridge was welcome and I carried a refilled mug of coffee back with me to the sleep tents. They would serve as our classrooms today, along with the food tent: two tutorial groups to each tent. 
 
    The size of individual tutorial groups was decreasing worryingly. Our group had lost two people overnight, a man and a woman. Evidently, my sleep tent wasn’t the only one that had hosted concerned discussions and despairing people last night, following Lajos’s evening lesson. 
 
    Melinda presented this morning’s lesson.  
 
    Frida was the other tutor in the tent, but she sat in a corner with her eyes closed. 
 
    “What is magic?” Melinda began. “Scholars have been arguing about the definition for centuries, and more recently, they’ve argued over how to define magic to humans. There are layers to truth. What is true at one level of understanding ceases to satisfy as a person’s comprehension improves. As our understanding evolves, the revealed truth is altered.” 
 
    I drank half my coffee, hoping the caffeine would kick in fast and help me follow Melinda’s lecture. Then I went back to warming my hands around the mug. 
 
    “Some Faerene scholars liken magic to gravity. It underpins the universe and is detectible. It is a force that can be harnessed.” Melinda scraped the floor of the tent with her hoof. “Gravity is a useful comparison, but not a true one. You could expand the idea to compare magic to electromagnetic force. But the truth that I believe will be most helpful to you is to understand that magic is memory.” 
 
    I finished my coffee and gazed forlornly into the empty mug. Physics was fine. I’d studied physics. But if Melinda was venturing into metaphysical concepts, I needed chocolate as well as more coffee. Neither were available. 
 
    “Human scientific inquiry has made you aware of quantum physics. You have some grasp of dark matter and dark energy.” 
 
    If I was uncertain of my ability to follow Melinda’s lecture, others in the two tutorial groups looked utterly spooked. A few had simply shut down. I recognized the blank inattention of their expressions as they stared at the unicorn, feigning interest. 
 
    Melinda appeared undaunted by her audience’s response. Her tail swished jauntily. 
 
    I glanced to the side at the other tutor present. 
 
    Frida still had her eyes closed. Perhaps she was asleep. 
 
    “What humanity has yet to discover is the existence of things which are smaller than quarks.” 
 
    I wondered if Melinda had said “things” or if the translation spell had chosen “things” as the nearest translation for a word and concept we couldn’t understand. 
 
    “These things are the basis for everything in the multiverse, including dark matter. But importantly for magic, these things also remember—for a unique and complicated definition of ‘remember’—everything that they have been, but also everything they could have been but did not coalesce to become.” 
 
    Winona pressed a finger to her third eye. The pressure point between your eyebrows can help relieve a headache. Winona stabbed at hers, desperately. 
 
    “It is these memories that a magician learns to manipulate. When you channel magic, you actually channel things by priming them to be the possibilities, or memories, that align with your goal. When magicians use spells, they are codifying their intentions. This makes channeling magic more efficient. So, if you would prefer a more scientific title than that of ‘familiar’, you can justify calling yourselves ‘activating physicists’.” Melinda’s horn shone with a silver light. She literally radiated enthusiasm. 
 
    “Nooo, thank you,” Winona said under her breath. 
 
    None of us responded with an “Oh yeah!” 
 
    Melinda’s enthusiastic tail swishing slowed. Her horn ceased to glow. 
 
    Frida filled the gap. Obviously, she hadn’t been sleeping. “Thank you, Melinda.” 
 
    Melinda’s ears twitched backward in irritation. 
 
    It could have been worse. Frida could have tried to lead us into a round of applause. 
 
    “Does anyone have any questions?” Melinda asked. 
 
    A man from Frida’s group did. “Do unicorns really shit rainbows?” 
 
    Yeah. The lesson was definitely over. 
 
    After lunch, however, the underlying import of the man’s question was addressed. Humans were dangerously ignorant about the Faerene. So Lajos hosted a weird variation on a beauty parade. The rain continued, but a transparent dome protected the field. The grass remained wet, so the remaining eighty seven humans stood. 
 
    “This is Melinda, a unicorn. Tell us a little about unicorns, Melinda.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. My mouth started quivering with suppressed giggles. It really was like a beauty pageant. 
 
    “We do not poop rainbows,” Melinda said. 
 
    I burst out laughing, way too loudly. Fortunately, so did the rest of our group.  
 
    Melinda’s horn shone. Somehow, the emotional meaning of its radiance was always apparent. Strange magic. Faerene magic. She liked that she’d made her humans laugh. 
 
    Lajos used himself as the elf example. Tineke stayed on the sidelines, as did Magistrate Istvan, as Marton explained about griffins. 
 
    “We are not a blend of eagle and lion. The resemblance is irrelevant. Our ancestors evolved to be deadly predators. Our form retains that elegant power, even though we are now peaceful people.” 
 
    Excuse me if I was a tad skeptical of the latter claim. Istvan did not look peaceable to me. 
 
    The healer whom Chen had assisted yesterday took center stage next.  
 
    “Viola is a goblin,” Lajos said. “She is a healer, a mother and an Elysium world title baking champion.” 
 
    She gave him a scathing look. “As if my baking talent matters. Honestly, Lajos.” She refocused on her audience. “As he said, I’m a goblin. In terms of lifestyle and personality, we are considered the race most like humans. We tend to be farmers and shopkeepers. We are sociable, devious and distractible. Forget dragons. Goblins adore treasure.” 
 
    Frida was similarly blunt regarding the nature of orcs. “We like the cold. We are miners and metal workers and fighters. We seldom bother to lie, but when we do, we’re good at it.” 
 
    A nymph named Sofia shook her booty at us. “Unlike in your fairytales, nymphs are not shy. No, wait. Some are. Just as some humans are. But many of us are exhibitionists. That does not mean you should take us at face value or take advantage. We are lusty, but choosy. We prefer the natural world to towns or even to agricultural land. We are wild spirits.” As she began unbuttoning her shirt, Frida hauled the nymph offstage. “Spoilsport.” 
 
    Rory stepped up, and his opening statement banished our amusement. “I’ve been asked to demonstrate a werewolf’s three forms. We are equally ourselves and equally in control in each form. My current form, what you would call human, is what we spend most of our time in. It is the easiest to maintain.” He was stripped down, wearing a cross between a tutu and a loincloth to preserve his modesty. Perfect musculature. 
 
    Then he rippled. His form changed in a second to that of a gray and black wolf with a white front paw. But he was substantially larger than any Earth wolf. He was easily the size of a tiger. The only distracting element was the tutu-loincloth that hugged his wolf waist. He stared at me. He was no tame pet; couldn’t possibly be mistaken for an overgrown dog. 
 
    Marton had claimed that griffins had evolved as predators. Werewolves could obviously make the same claim. 
 
    Then Rory rippled a second time and assumed his half-man, half-wolf form. He stood upright, bipedal, as tall as any orc and massively muscled. His body was furred. His head and face were freakishly functional in their blend of man and wolf. His half-form was pure killing machine. 
 
    “Rory is the largest werewolf to cross the Rift,” Lajos informed us. “As you can see, his body mass changes in his different forms. This is not magic, as such, but a specialized form of energy to matter transformation.” 
 
    Rory shifted back to human and tugged his tutu-loincloth straight. 
 
    It was odd, but his fidgeting erased his alieness and made him simply Rory. I smiled. 
 
    His gaze snagged on me. He didn’t smile. Nor did his stare linger. But the facing-a-firing-squad rigidity of his stance relaxed. He was once more, just a guy; albeit a seriously buff one. 
 
    A green dragon, a centaur and a mermaid in a bath followed Rory in the Faerene parade before Lajos wrapped things up. “There are other Faerene, but this was a representative sample and prepares you for future dealings with us. Your tutors will escort you back to the tents for a meditation session. Remember to listen to your hearts. The dome currently sheltering you from the weather will be removed shortly, so, hurry.” 
 
    Lajos usually backed up his words. We hurried. 
 
    Warm and dry in the tent after a dash to the latrines, sinking into a meditative state was nonetheless difficult. I had too many new ideas jostling in my mind. There was the morning’s lesson on the nature of magic, and now, there was the Faerene themselves. 
 
    I found it disturbingly easy to see them as people, and by “people” I meant human with human instincts and values. 
 
    If I hadn’t seen Manhattan altered beyond all recognition from the modern city I’d grown up in to a wilderness, I might have been misled by the friendly aspect the Faerene were showing at the trials. After all, for those of us in Apfall Hill who’d survived the fever epidemics and outside violence, we had adjusted to the new conditions and were living well. The harvest festival had been our celebration of that fact. As far as we were concerned, the Faerene had provided sufficient warning for us to prepare for the apocalypse. You could almost say they’d been fair. 
 
    But Manhattan. 
 
    Manhattan was a warning and a symbol. Humanity’s guns, missiles and high tech were gone. We had nothing with which to resist the Faerene and their plans, other than stubbornness. The Faerene were our rulers. Like with Manhattan, the world would be remade according to the Faerene’s requirements.  
 
    I couldn’t hear my heartbeat, but I did hear the drumming of the rain on the tent slow, then cease. By the time Melinda and Frida released us from the meditation session, the weather had cleared. There’d be a golden sunset, if we could get above the trees that encircled the field to view it. As it was, they shut out the setting sun far too early. I liked longer days and daylight. Our first winter without electricity would take some getting used to. 
 
    Deliberately, I switched my mind from thinking of home and whether I’d ever see my family again. I had to believe I would. “How far is the Black Sea from here?” 
 
    Frida had the answer. “Fourteen miles.” But she was distracted. No, unhappy. Her right hand kept rubbing her hip. She would reach for a knife or sword or some weapon that usually hung from her belt, and when her fingers closed around nothing, she poorly disguised the nervous motion by rubbing her hip. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Everyone.” 
 
    There had been small, quiet conversations and general rustling as people eased themselves back into ordinary life after the meditation session. Frida’s hesitation silenced us. 
 
    She cleared her throat, again. “There will be no dinner and no sleep tonight. You will be fasting and keeping vigil. This is a practice of the elves, one which the Fae Council believes may work for humans.” 
 
    “Slaves,” Winona muttered. Her anger failed to disguise her fear. 
 
    Withholding food and sleep was cruel. It was torture. Tineke had told me that if…but no, the Fae Council had approved this torture, and no magistrate would go against the Faerene’s ruling body, would they? 
 
    “I am sorry,” Melinda said, stepping in when Frida fell silent. “I truly believe that the vigil will help you or I would be protesting.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Frida said, tapping her hip. 
 
    “But if the vigil can save you weeks of hardship here at the trials, it is worth the sacrifice of a night.” Melinda paused. “We will be with you. I have a healer’s training. You will be monitored for your safety.” 
 
    And so that the Faerene could learn more about us. The trials. This wasn’t about educating us. We’d been thrown scraps of information, just enough for us to survive the mental and psychic upheaval of being bonded to a Faerene magician. At the same time, our response to the new information would have been assessed. 
 
    “What is the purpose of the vigil?” Pericles asked. 
 
    Melinda’s horn glowed softly, a tender light, barely discernible. “You must lose your expectations and habits, so that the natural path for magic to channel through you is revealed.” 
 
    Frida paced forward, and halted abruptly, rocking. Her agitation was significant and unsettling. “Any channel that magic takes through an untrained user is natural. The Fae Council wants to find what magic you are strongest at channeling.” And she objected. Obviously, there were aspects to the chosen detection strategy that we couldn’t guess at. 
 
    I took a deep breath and released it slowly. What mattered was surviving what couldn’t be avoided. “May we drink water?” 
 
    Melinda nodded. “You will have half an hour to drink and use the bathroom. We will meet on the field.” 
 
    “And then what?” someone from Frida’s group asked. 
 
    “Then the vigil begins.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    A cold wind blew from the north, carrying the chill of the Black Sea and the scent of wet pine needles. I tried to tuck my poncho closer about me. My toes and fingers were cold, but from nerves as much as from the weather. If we stayed out here all night, sitting or lying on the wet grass, we’d end up with hypothermia, and probably pneumonia. We’d need the healers. The antibiotics which saved us from death by pneumonia were gone. 
 
    Gone, gone. All gone. 
 
    I jumped, startled at how my thoughts had drifted. 
 
    I’d never experimented with drugs. They’d been easy to access in my world. Other kids had peddled them for influence more than money, but there’d also been professional drug dealers eager to target wealthy school children, and later, college students. Losing my mind had never appealed to me. I liked control. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    The field had vanished. There were no Faerene, no other people. I smelled popcorn and hot chocolate. Soft fabric touched my skin. I stood in Mom’s living room. She’d sold the old house four years ago. I’d loved it. If you climbed on its roof, you could see the ocean. 
 
    I glanced down. I wore a blue and white flannel shirt that I’d lost at college over cotton pajamas. My toes scrunched as I looked down at them. My feet were bare, the toenails painted blue with white clouds. This had the strangeness of a dream. 
 
    Magic, hallucinogenic smoke, mesmerism? What were the Faerene doing to us? 
 
    I started unbuttoning my shirt. 
 
    No. 
 
    My hands jerked. This wasn’t like when Lajos froze Chen and me with a stasis spell. I could tell that I was fighting myself. Part of me wanted to take off the blue flannel shirt. A larger part of me resisted. 
 
    Melinda had said the vigil was to strip of us of expectations and habits. Fine. But she’d also said she’d be monitoring us. I wasn’t sure what the Faerene saw of my physical body and my psyche, but I wasn’t stripping for them. 
 
    I forced my hands down to my sides. “No.” 
 
    Fire engulfed me. My clothes burned. 
 
    I screamed as my skin melted and bubbled, and kept screaming. 
 
    No unicorn appeared to rescue me from the hallucination. 
 
    I folded up, curling into a ball of misery. The fire curled up with me, condensing into glowing coals in my solar plexus.  
 
    “This is where your qi is centered,” came the voice of a guest tai chi teacher at boarding school. “Feel your power. This is where your body heals.” 
 
    Was the memory of Mrs. Taylor part of the hallucination or my attempt to assert control over it and heal? 
 
    The flames vanished. I was dressed in scaled armor. 
 
    “Tear it off,” a voice whispered. This voice, I didn’t recognize. 
 
    I touched the armor, afraid I’d find it scorching hot. My fingers scratched along my calf. My nails were steel claws. 
 
    “I hate dreams. I won’t do this.” I stated my defiance. If I had to shed expectations and habits I wanted to do so reasonably, not in this chaotic jumble. 
 
    I got to my hands and knees, fearing more fire, more pain. None came. I stood. 
 
    I strode through Dad’s Manhattan office, my feet on the floor below his, my upper body navigating around his large mahogany desk. I was a cross between a medieval knight and a robot. There were no people anywhere. No people. In the real world, Manhattan had been destroyed and remade as a Faerene wilderness. 
 
    Acid spat from my mouth, erasing the office like spit smeared on a whiteboard. 
 
    Now I was in darkness. 
 
    I touched my arm. The scaled armor had gone. My skin was warm. Bare. I was naked all over. “Bastards.” 
 
    I couldn’t see.  
 
    Could they see me? 
 
    Yes. Assume they could. They could hear me. They probably guided me through this, pushed and prodded and tortured me to dance like a puppet on strings of magic. 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    Magic punched up and out of me, exploding like freaking fireworks in the darkness. 
 
    The magic rained back down on me. It sank into my skin with tiny darts like a million tattoo guns patterning meaning over my skin and down into the depths of me. 
 
    “I’m meant to be shedding layers. Not adding to them. Idiots.” I spun slowly in space like an astronaut. Weightlessness was so strange.  
 
    The rain of magic ceased. Instead, what was inside me streamed and remade itself. 
 
    I couldn’t reach it. I couldn’t draw it out of me. I couldn’t talk to it. 
 
    I was used to talking my way out of things, or into things. Talking, communicating, achieving what I needed by convincing people that meeting my needs served them best. 
 
    Oh, ouch. Self-awareness hurt. 
 
    I’d learned from my lawyer father and CEO mom. I’d learned from nannies and teachers, maids and housekeepers. Words were the subtle armor that kept me safe and fed and warm in a world that didn’t want me. 
 
    Before the world ended, I’d wanted to be a psychiatrist. I’d wanted to learn the secrets of the mind. What was consciousness? How could humans survive trauma and re-imagine themselves? Why did some people transcend their beginnings and others repeat their parents’ mistakes? I’d wanted to help people, to heal their minds as well as their bodies. 
 
    Now, I hung suspended in the void. Comforting self-deception had been burned away. The armor of ego had eroded. No barriers existed between me and the truth. 
 
    I did want to help people, to heal them. But my intention wasn’t born out of altruism. I’d learned my lesson early that the world didn’t want me, so I’d make it need me. 
 
    Did I have a body in which to cry? The darkness shivered around me, weeping. 
 
    I’d never believed that I was enough. Just me. All my life I’d striven to be more, to acquire skills, to be liked and unobtrusively popular, and to be respected. 
 
    None of it mattered. 
 
    The magic sighed within me, connected to the universe; content to connect me to the universe. 
 
    In the quiet, I spoke a name. “Amelia Carlton. Amy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Istvan resisted the urge to prowl. The bunker inside the mountain near the field where the trials were being held was too full of people for a griffin his size to make any but the most minor and controlled of movements. All the Faerene from the trials were there: the tutors, healers, cooks, monitors and would-be familiar partners, like him. Other Faerene had joined them, including half the Fae Council and Fae King Harold. 
 
    Harold wandered among the anima-graphs, observing the experiences of the eighty five remaining human familiar candidates up close. As an elf, he’d survived a vigil himself. However, he’d have prepared and would have known what to expect—and a bunker full of people hadn’t observed it in real time or recorded it for subsequent study. 
 
    Still, the vigil was elven tradition and as such even Tineke had accepted it as the best alternative to stringing out the trials for weeks until the humans were reduced to their essential natures. It was the orcs who objected. They were big on individual autonomy and privacy. Istvan discovered that he shared their view. Watching the deconstruction of the humans’ psyches felt like voyeurism. However, the process was essential. The Faerene scholars had to identify a person’s innate preference for channeling magic for specific usage. That would be the primary guide to matching the human familiars with their Faerene magician. 
 
    A number of the magicians present wouldn’t be matched this time around. Already, fifteen of the original one hundred human candidates had failed out. Judging by the conflict and disorder in the anima images of those keeping vigil, another ten or more would fail, tonight. 
 
    The tutors were all alert and grumpy. Rory alternated between scowling at Harold’s roving curiosity and monitoring the members of his group. Melinda stamped her front hooves at intervals. And if Rory seemed annoyed at Harold’s curiosity, Frida’s hands clenched and unclenched. She was a hair away from snapping and punching both the Fae King and those of the Council members present. Fortunately, her sense of duty to her tutorial group kept her focused on monitoring them. 
 
    The bunker had been built in the Pontic Mountains to take advantage of their resilience to magic. It was one of seven sites across Earth that would be used to maintain contact with Elysium via world-viewers. 
 
    This would be a small patch of the Old World in the new one until humanity adjusted to its new reality and could be trusted to accommodate a return to an industrial age; albeit one with limits and laws. The scholars anticipated humanity would need several generations before people truly understood the risk they’d run with their linear progression focus. Or, if understanding was too much to hope for, then at least an acceptance that the Faerene would not tolerate a return to humanity’s old ways of destroying the shield. 
 
    The Kstvm would be watching, and the Kstvm had the sort of technology that made humanity’s inventions appear mere toys. 
 
    Any advanced civilization surviving in the multiverse had chosen one of two approaches to life.  
 
    The Kstvm pursued linear rapaciousness. They probed habitable worlds for weakening shields, and when they found a destabilizing world, they monitored it for a rift opening. Then they charged in, took control of the planet, and exploited its every resource mercilessly. They didn’t bother about repairing the new world’s shield. No one except other Kstvm was stupid enough to fight an established Kstvm colony. There were always other worlds—and the Kstvm would be searching for them. Their lifestyle rendered worlds uninhabitable. The Kstvm always moved on by that stage, either through a rift to a new world or by invading another Kstvm world. 
 
    In contrast to the Kstvm, the Faerene believed in nurturing their home world of Elysium, and those worlds they migrated to. By maintaining the natural cycle of life on those planets, the worlds’ shields remained strong. It didn’t matter how insanely powerful the Kstvm’s technology became, nothing could break a world’s shield—except the sustained stupidity of its inhabitants. So the Faerene were able to avoid a technological arms race with the Kstvm. Out of prudence, they kept up with their ancient enemy’s developments, but the Faerene preferred to evolve technology at a gentler pace, and only bring it into use after considering all of the implications of doing so. 
 
    On Earth, knowledge of that technology would be kept from humans. It was enough for the humans to learn to accept both the loss of their Industrial and post-Industrial era technology and the Faerene’s magic. Learning that the two could be blended would explode humans’ minds. 
 
    A whinny of distress escaped Melinda. 
 
    Viola hugged her neck. “There was nothing any of us could do. She chose to die.” 
 
    Istvan clacked his beak in acknowledgement of their grief and the sense of failure in the bunker. Another of the human familiar candidates had chosen death over life in a world filled with magic. Or because of the self-knowledge forced on the woman.  
 
    Bunkers were built for surviving, not living. There were no luxuries in the items pushed against the walls and stacked high to allow for people to move around and monitor the trials. Instead, there was technology, designs for technology, books of knowledge and theory, and supplies that could rebuild the Faerene’s technological base in the event of a migration-killing threat. What that could be had been hypothesized as anything from a unique viral attack to an asteroid strike. 
 
    Istvan thought the most convincing threat was of the Faerene turning on themselves. Colonies could spin in unexpected social directions. 
 
    The world-viewers that connected the Faerene on Earth to Elysium and other Faerene worlds were vital. They kept the scholars and technicians up to date on refinements and advancements in theory and practice in many fields. But they also kept the colony open and balanced, rather than insular and paranoid.  
 
    If Istvan wanted to overthrow the Faerene Council and its elected head, Harold, then he’d seed the ground for social revolution by destroying the world-viewers. Ignorance bred fear and inadequate responses. That was a truth that would leave humanity in turmoil for generations. They didn’t understand why their world had changed so radically. Introducing the truth of magic, the primary importance of maintaining Earth’s shield and the just missed danger of the near-total enslavement of their world to the rapacious Kstvm would have to be done tactfully. 
 
    It wasn’t Istvan’s responsibility. Witnessing the human familiar candidates’ struggle to digest their new reality, he was grateful for that fact. 
 
    The human male, Chen, had kept vigil faster than the other candidates and with a comprehensible anima-image of his past. At the beginning of the apocalypse, Chen had found himself trapped in a city far from home. He’d fought to survive, but that hadn’t been where he’d directed his magic. His magic had channeled into growing things. Food. Sensible man. Even his subconscious had understood that food was the beginning. He’d had to force the pace of growth to ensure a harvest after a late sowing. 
 
    Yet Chen’s harvest wouldn’t be food. Stripped of habit and expectation, his magic channeled naturally to support a healer’s work. 
 
    A pity, Istvan thought. A stable personality such as Chen’s would serve well as a familiar to a magistrate. Istvan would have overlooked Chen’s youth and accepted him as a partner. 
 
    However, if Chen wasn’t available…Pericles had the wisdom of age and his channeling showed no particular preference to serve a specific field of magic. 
 
    There were about a dozen humans like that: blank slates. 
 
    Rory’s woman, Amy, was one of them. 
 
    No, not “Rory’s woman”, Istvan ruffled his feathers irritably. He looked for Koos, hoping the werewolf magician candidate was considering Amy, which would resolve the potential problem of Rory’s interest in a woman who would be a human familiar. Mated and deeply enmeshed in pack ties, Koos would be a stable match. He wouldn’t become emotionally involved with a human familiar. 
 
    In the bunker, Rory was scrupulously focused on his tutorial group. What gave away his awareness of Amy was how carefully he kept his back to her anima-graph. He didn’t want to see her secrets, to view the essence of her in a way few ever saw another person. It mattered to Rory. 
 
    Istvan settled his feathers. It mattered to him, too. Not just for Amy, but for all the human candidates. Their privacy and sense of self had been hijacked as part of the trials. 
 
    Respecting their involuntary sacrifice meant picking the human familiar candidate who’d best meet his needs as a magistrate. 
 
    Pericles, with Saul and Tabitha as second and third pick, respectively. 
 
    Istvan edged backward, satisfied with his choice. He found a quarter of the other potential magician matches already gathered at the exit. 
 
    Koos was there, but Tineke remained inside near the anima-graphs of the candidates.  
 
    “Strange times,” Gideon, an orc, muttered to Istvan. He was one of the junior magistrates. Their assignments had been unsettled by the death of two magistrates defending the Rift. Two of the junior magistrates had been promoted and given territories. The remaining junior magistrates in supporting positions had been shuffled around the territories. 
 
    Istvan hadn’t been given a junior. Because I lack patience, he acknowledged to himself. In pursuit of justice he could be as patient as a stalking spiderpuff. But as a teacher or mentor, he had to admit that he lacked the temperament to guide a youngster. Which is why I need Pericles as my familiar. 
 
    The human was old, but that didn’t bother Istvan. Healing tonics could restore the man physically, and as for ageing and death…well, all human lives seemed fleeting to Istvan. He was considered a young griffin at six hundred and three years.  
 
    He shuffled outside to where he could move freely. Stretching his wings led to a luxurious full-body shiver. He preened a few of his flight feathers. 
 
    Of course, there was no telling what the familiar bond might do to humans. Conceivably, it could extend the human’s lifespan to match their Faerene magician’s. 
 
    Istvan stopped preening and stared back at the bunker. Had anyone considered that point? Goblins lived lives roughly equivalent to a human’s, dying by the century mark. But orcs could double that, and werewolves, griffins and dragons were notoriously long-lived. Add their love for pups to their long lives, and it was obvious why werewolves always formed the core of a Faerene Migration: they needed more territory for their clans to expand into. How would a human cope with living for centuries? 
 
    It was just an idle thought. No need to worry. But Istvan looked from the bunker back in the direction of the trials’ field. No one knew what damage the familiar bond would do to a human. The scholars guessed, and the Fae Council was betting on a net gain, but for the individual humans… 
 
    The clack of his beak echoed at the entrance. Heads turned in his direction. 
 
    “Problem?” Koos asked. 
 
    “The Fae Council expects us to be the human familiars’ babysitters, don’t they?” Istvan asked. “We’re the first. We’re to learn how to use the magic they channel. But we’re also the ones who have to work out how to keep them sane and reasonably happy.” 
 
    “Took you long enough to work that out,” Tineke said sourly. “The vigil is finished. We’re ordered back to the trials to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    A stir of unvoiced unease answered her statement. 
 
    …pieces? 
 
    Viola hurried toward them. “I need someone to carry me there, quickly.” 
 
    “I can,” Istvan said. “Climb up.” 
 
    Koos boosted Viola onto Istvan’s back.  
 
    She clutched both feathers and fur. “Go!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Waking from the vigil hurt. Physical sensation hurt. It was as if I’d been skinned and my raw nerves touched everything. Sound was too loud. The stars above us bombarded me with light. Suns, all of them were suns. 
 
    I closed my eyes, but opened them hurriedly. Uncomfortable as reality was, I infinitely preferred it to another hallucination. 
 
    Unless I was hallucinating now? 
 
    A woman screamed. Another sobbed. A man howled a lone protest of anguished fury. 
 
    Oh God. We were all waking up, and others’ dream-reality had been worse than mine. My life had been privileged. I’d been lucky, and that luck had made the remembering easier. I hadn’t had to relive torture or the death of a partner or child. I hadn’t— 
 
    I stopped counting my blessings and feeling guilty about them as I vomited at the memory of killing a man. My life hadn’t been easy. It just could have been worse. 
 
    The rain had stopped. The poncho I wore was wet and muddy. So was my hair.  
 
    Magistrate Istvan landed. A figure tumbled off him and ran toward the nearest screaming woman. Winona. Winona was tearing herself apart with sound. The screams came from primal pain. 
 
    I tried to go to her. One step. Two. I tripped over grass or my own feet or nothing at all, and fell. 
 
    Other Faerene appeared, either out of nowhere or running into the clearing. Some flew in, as the black griffin had. 
 
    The fire pits flared to life with warmth and light. 
 
    Winona’s screams ceased. 
 
    I crawled to one of the fire pits. Until I warmed up enough for the blood to flow through my limbs and take the cramps out of them, I was next to useless. 
 
    “Damn and blast this stupidity.” Magistrate Istvan blocked me. “Be still. This is a drying wind.” 
 
    A gigantic hairdryer seemed to blow at me from all directions. My wet clothes steamed, then dried. I warmed. Some of my panic and fear receded. It’s strange how physical and emotional symptoms can get confused. As my physical condition improved, so did my mental balance. 
 
    Magistrate Istvan tucked me under his wing. 
 
    It was such an unlikely action that I didn’t protest or worry. 
 
    “There is nothing you can do that the healers and tutors aren’t already doing.” His voice was odd. It had a deepness to it, and yet, an eagle’s cutting edge. 
 
    “I’m human,” I said. “They’re not.” But I didn’t try to wriggle away from him. In fact, I nestled into his soft fur as his wing blocked out the world. After the bizarre vigil hallucinations, his substantial body and uncompromising attitude fortified me. Just a few minutes, I promised myself. Then I’ll go help. 
 
    Istvan was silent for a minute as he considered my response. “You are human, but that is why you must not interfere. All of the familiar candidates must learn to rely on—to trust—Faerene.” 
 
    “As I am with you?” 
 
    His silence this time was even longer. “I’m not suited to be your familiar partner.” 
 
    “Huh.” I peeped out from under his wing at what now resembled an open air trauma ward, although the trauma was psychic rather than physical. Faerene rushed about, while humans wept. “I don’t want to be your partner, but why do you say you’re not suited? What have you all learned from this vigil?” I spat the last word. 
 
    “We’ve learned that it hurt you, all of you,” Istvan said quietly. “What more we’ve learned, I don’t know. The scholars are analyzing the results.” 
 
    I leaned heavily against him. That’s all we were to the Faerene: data to be analyzed; slaves to be experimented with. The gray light of predawn crept in among the light from the fire pits. I felt like the light, all washed out and dispirited. 
 
    “I am not suited to look after the young,” Istvan said as he protected me. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Six centuries.” He raised his voice. “I have her.” 
 
    I opened my eyes. When had they drifted shut? Had the weight of six centuries depressed them? 
 
    Rory looked at me peeping out from the shelter of Istvan’s wing. His shoulders lowered with relief. 
 
    I ducked back, hiding from him. Rejecting him. 
 
    Why hide from him, but accept shelter from a different Faerene? Because Istvan looked different. I expected him to act differently, even to value humans less. Rory had fooled me. Even after I’d seen him as wolf and wolfman, I’d still expected humanity from him. 
 
    The vigil hadn’t just shown me myself with all excuses and callouses, all the layers of living, stripped away. It had flaunted the Faerene’s contempt for humans.  
 
    I was abruptly ashamed that I’d huddled away, accepting Istvan’s order that I not help my fellow humans. I wriggled out from beneath his wing. Although my clothes were dry now, the wind was still cold and the mud on my clothes, skin and hair was flaking and horrible. 
 
    The Faerene were evacuating the field of nightmares. People were being carried to the healers’ tent and to the Faerene’s own sleeping quarters. They were separating us. How many of us would vanish after this experiment in meddling with our minds and emotions? And wasn’t “vanish” a pathetic euphemism? The Faerene would execute those who’d collapsed under the ordeal of reliving their lives and seeing themselves. 
 
    Tricky, devilish Faerene. 
 
    I was a walking trauma survivor. A small part of me recognized the symptoms of shock. I walked across the field far too steadily, collected my bathroom things and clean clothes, and headed for the showers. It’s what people did after terrible events. We operated on automatic pilot, letting our brains shut down and our emotions freeze, while our bodies did ordinary tasks. 
 
    I unbraided my hair and stepped beneath the stream of water. 
 
    It was warm. 
 
    That shocked me out my haze. My mind, heart and body clicked together. I hit the rock with my open hand. The water was warm. The Faerene could have done this magic at any point. We humans hadn’t had to shower in freezing water. It had just been another layer of discomfort, another ploy the Faerene used in whatever inhuman strategy guided the trials. 
 
    I picked up the block of soap and began lathering my hair and body, scrubbing away the mud of the field. I scrubbed vigorously, anger restoring my energy. I was so done with being crapped on. Good phrase that. I’d borrowed it from Niamh. 
 
    My hands dropped. I bowed my head beneath the stream of warm water, letting it wash over me while realization did the same. 
 
    The Faerene had just proven how ruthless they were. I couldn’t afford to hand them more weapons to use against me. Already, I’d been stupid. I’d trusted them with my life story. I’d regaled them with it as if they were friends. 
 
    Now, to protect my real friends and family I had to give them up. I had to act and plan as if being taken from them was a good thing. The people of Apfall Hill would be safest if the Faerene didn’t notice them. 
 
    No more scheming to go home. I didn’t dare lecture myself out loud. 
 
    Could the Faerene read minds? They had to be able to do something akin to it since Istvan had said they’d gathered data from our vigil. I began singing folk songs in my head. Around the homestead, Craig sang them constantly, and I’d discovered just how suited they were to working. Their rhythm suited the natural rhythm of weeding or hoeing or so many tasks. 
 
    I sang as I sought out the food tent. You’re not going to read my mind. Butt out! 
 
    The spread of food only reinforced my mood of defiance and suspicion. A lavish breakfast banquet included anything you could want, from seemingly any culture. I skipped the rice porridge, and filled a plate with bacon, waffles and syrup. As I filled a mug with coffee, Chen slid a second mug up beside it. I filled his, too. 
 
    “Viola told me to look after myself before I helped others.” His gaze slid back to the tent entrance. He stood straight and had clean clothes on. Food was evidently the final item on his self-care to-do list. 
 
    I poured the coffee carefully into his mug. Not too full. Nothing spilled. “The Faerene don’t want us helping humans. They want the traumatized familiar candidates to rebuild their sense of self on a foundation of trusting the Faerene, particularly their new magician partners.” 
 
    Chen frowned at me.  
 
    I nodded. We were all traumatized. 
 
    I dragged a stool up to the table where Pericles sat. There were no chairs in the food tent, only three-legged wooden stools. I guess the idea was that no one got so comfortable that they lingered over their meals. 
 
    Mirembe sat at another table with two other women. 
 
    I was glad to see her coping, but I figured Pericles could look after himself better than Mirembe could, and I wasn’t going to offer up hostages—that is people I could care about—to the Faerene. So I sat with Pericles. 
 
    Chen sat at our table, but concentrated on eating. 
 
    Rory walked in. His gaze fixed on me, intensity increasing as he neared me. 
 
    I concentrated on waffles and bacon, both dripping in syrup. 
 
    “Braid your hair,” he said to me. 
 
    No “good morning”. No “glad you’re okay”. But that was okay. I wasn’t being friends with the Faerene anymore. Still. Braid your hair? 
 
    “Rory, leave it,” Koos said sharply. “She’s human.” 
 
    Rory growled. 
 
    Chen’s hand tightened around his knife. 
 
    I turned and looked up at Rory. “No.” My hair was down to finish drying. It lay against my back to my waist. 
 
    Koos put an admonitory hand on Rory’s shoulder. 
 
    Rory snarled. His lips pulled back from large, white, sharp teeth. The sound was pure threat. 
 
    The smaller werewolf flinched back, releasing Rory. “Amy is not a were,” Koos kept talking though; kept trying to reason with Rory. “Her hair loose doesn’t mean what it does to you.” 
 
    Involuntarily, I looked a question at Rory. What does it mean? 
 
    He answered in the same manner, without words. He sat on a stool beside me, and his large hand cupped the back of my head and slid slowly down. Down over my vulnerable nape and along my spine. The slight pull of the loose hair strands that snagged against his callouses was disturbingly arousing. 
 
    It was Koos who gave an explanation. “Among weres, women only wear their hair loose when they’re intimate with someone they trust. Mostly, it’s a forgotten tradition as women cut their hair. But your hair is long.” 
 
    Rory repeated the caress. 
 
    And Rory is feeling possessive. None of us needed Koos to complete the explanation aloud. 
 
    “Get me scissors and I’ll cut it,” I said. 
 
    Rory stalked out of the tent. 
 
    I cut a very precise square of waffle and dipped it in the syrup swimming on my plate. That ought to have given Pericles and Chen the hint to keep eating. 
 
    Instead, they stared over my left shoulder. 
 
    Since Koos had quietly retreated to the buffet, I wasn’t sure who they were staring at all worried-like. 
 
    “Amy.” 
 
    Well, that answered the question, but I refused to turn and acknowledge Lajos. 
 
    The elf picked up the stool Rory had knocked over when he stood so suddenly. He sat on it, right next to me. “The problem is that you blend in too well with us. Some forget that you are other, vulnerable and ignorant in ways we are not.” 
 
    I washed the insult down with the last of my coffee. 
 
    “It is not just Rory who considers you one of his own,” Lajos continued. “I’ve had Tineke yelling at me. And Istvan…he protected you.” 
 
    Chen resumed eating. 
 
    Pericles was more hesitant. He picked up his mug of coffee and cradled it carefully. It wasn’t much of a barrier between himself and Lajos. 
 
    Then I realized that the person Pericles observed with such caution was me, not the elf. 
 
    “We trust you more than you trust us,” Lajos said musingly. “Perhaps it is your youth. You are the youngest of the human candidates.” 
 
    “Why are we the candidates?” Chen asked. “Why were we chosen?” 
 
    “Because you were the ones with magic. But why did the magic choose you? Not that magic is sentient. But why did the ability to channel it emerge in you? Our scholars are baffled. There is no correlation they can find. You are all so different.” Lajos stood. “When you’ve finished eating, return to your tents and sleep.” 
 
    The last of my waffles and bacon went down easier with his departure. I contemplated the idea of a coffee refill, but Lajos had been right about one thing. I needed sleep more than caffeine. 
 
    I stacked my plate and mug for clean up, and returned to the human tents. Within minutes I was asleep on my futon, snuggled beneath blankets and hiding from the world.  
 
    The Faerene are tricky. I suspect a sleep spell kept us tucked away while they handled the fallout from the vigil. It was too convenient that we all woke from dreamless sleep twenty minutes before dinner was served. 
 
    Order had been restored to the field. No more humans collapsed on it or ran screaming across it. 
 
    We collected hot pastries with vegetable and meat fillings and mugs of hot tea, and settled around the fire pits. 
 
    I wanted to sit alone, but at the same time, I didn’t want to risk setting myself up for Faerene to join me. So I joined Pericles and Jonny from my tutorial group and five of Marton’s group who shared our fire pit. 
 
    Across from us, diagonally to my right, seven of Rory’s group sat with five from Frida’s tutorial group. 
 
    Melinda walked up to us with her ears back and her hooves dragging. Even without the emotional vibrations from the purple tint that dulled the silver light from her horn I’d have known from her body language that she felt sorrow and grief and a painful degree of self-blame. 
 
    I was angry and mistrustful of the Faerene, but leaving Melinda stuck in her misery would have been cruel. It is always the good people who feel the worst about bad behavior. The wicked, who are to blame for it, just shrug off the guilt. I stood and put an arm over Melinda’s neck as if she was a horse and not a mythical, magical unicorn. 
 
    “I hope you are partnered with a unicorn, Amy,” Melinda said. “We are compassionate and calm, and will appreciate your good heart.” 
 
    Marton ruffled his feathers. “Everyone appreciates kindness. And some of us need it more than unicorns. Humans will be just like goblins and elves, and rate unicorns to highly. I think Amy would suit an orc magician.” 
 
    “Why were you studying my student?” Melinda stamped a hoof. The purple tint to her light disappeared as its glow intensified.  
 
    Marton had riled her right out of her misery. Good for him. 
 
    “I heard her tell her story,” Marton said. “I’ve been curious. Don’t tell me you aren’t. With only half the candidates remaining—” 
 
    “Half?” I looked around. I’d seen the gaps in our numbers, but I’d assumed people were slow to emerge from the sleep tents. 
 
    “Fifty four of you remain,” Melinda said sadly. 
 
    It was a conversation killer of a statement. 
 
    I sat down cross-legged and unwrapped the cloth that protected the two pastries I’d picked up in the food tent. I ate because of the lessons Digger had drummed into me: a soldier who wanted to live ate when she could, rested when she could, learned all that she could. 
 
    Around thirty of us hadn’t survived the vigil. 
 
    The only Faerene visibly present were Lajos and our tutors.  
 
    Lajos began talking without his trademark explosive handclap. “You will have noticed that many of you are missing. Thirty of you are currently receiving treatment for psychic trauma. On exiting the vigil trance, the final stage is self-acceptance. Possibly because of differences between elves and humans or possibly due to the vigil being held after the last terrible months, thirty of you broke down rather than accept themselves. Our healers hope they will be able to guide the thirty toward self-acceptance.” 
 
    He didn’t add that if they couldn’t, the shattered humans would be executed. However, that was the standard threat. If we couldn’t, or wouldn’t, play according to the Faerene’s rules, then we died. 
 
    “For those of you who remain, congratulations.” 
 
    No one cheered. 
 
    “Originally, we planned for your magician partners to guide you through the process for controlling your channeling of magic. However, determining your matches is taking longer than we allowed for, so I’ll be teaching you, and your tutors will be monitoring your actions. Don’t be afraid of the magic you channel getting free and causing trouble. This is a resilient site. You can channel raw magic here without risk. Don’t try these exercises outside of the field. Not ever.” 
 
    I finished my pastries and wiped my hands on the cloth they’d been wrapped in. 
 
    I was so finished taking Lajos or any Faerene at their word. Even if they didn’t outright lie, their omissions and misdirection led us away from the truth. 
 
    And what truth was he hiding this time? 
 
    Possibly matching human familiars and magicians was proving more difficult than the organizers of the trials had anticipated. For instance, I couldn’t imagine Istvan meekly accepting a match he disliked. Add in another ninety nine opinionated Faerene, and the fact that nearly half of them didn’t have a match unless the healers performed miracles with our traumatized thirty, and complicated just upgraded to migraine-level. 
 
    The Faerene had to be busy people this soon after migrating from their home world. There would be a ton of work to do setting up their new lives. Now this, the trials, had taken them away from their essential tasks and they’d all want recompense for the time spent here. So yeah, the matching of familiars and magicians was likely an issue, but it wasn’t why Lajos was leading us humans through our controlled channeling of magic. 
 
    I’d bet that as much as the Faerene magicians attending the trials wanted a reward for their time, they had freaked at what they saw as humans’ instability and didn’t want to risk being bonded to a familiar who couldn’t channel magic efficiently or who might damage them in the process of learning that control. 
 
    Lajos had been put in charge of eliminating that fear. 
 
    As good little human familiars, we would be assigned to our Faerene magician only after we’d proven that we could benefit them. In other words, we had to channel magic in a stable manner or die. 
 
    My mood flared from anger to fury. 
 
    I was done sitting here and listening to Lajos tell us to listen to our heartbeat. The hallucinations, or whatever “keeping vigil” truly meant, had achieved more than me accepting myself for my inadequacies as well as my strengths. I was more than the sum of my experiences. During the vigil, my focus hadn’t been on the magic inside me, but I had felt it anyway. 
 
    Maybe magic did pump through human mages’ hearts. However, I had felt the magic at my center, coiled around my solar plexus like a salamander around a heat source. 
 
    I reached for it with the equivalent of a mental order to it to “stop lazing around”. This wasn’t brain surgery or anything requiring a delicate touch or tactfulness. I directed the magic with my finger, pointing it at the ground in front of me. 
 
    Unfortunately, the ground in front of me was the fire pit and I’d been imagining the magic as a salamander at a heat source. 
 
    Flames climbed twenty feet into the air. 
 
    “Good grasses!” Melinda exclaimed and a second later, the flames collapsed back into the fire pit, but glowed so strongly they were blue. “Stop, Amy.” 
 
    I stopped. It was as natural as ceasing to blow out candles on a birthday cake. 
 
    The flames returned to their normal orange, red and yellow colors. 
 
    Melinda pointed with her horn to an empty patch of dirt. “Direct your magic there.” 
 
    I did. I didn’t even use my finger to point the magic as directed. It channeled there steadily, creating a pool of magic. I could see it. Magic wasn’t a color—at least, not to human eyes. But it existed. It was there, coalescing as memories of what it could be, according to Melinda’s teaching. 
 
    “Pure magic,” Marton said quietly. 
 
    I looked at him. It was easy to channel magic and think of other things. Was there pure or impure magic? What types of magic existed that the griffin seemed impressed by my neophyte effort? 
 
    “Explain to Melinda what you did,” Lajos said to me. “Everyone else, guided meditation. Listen to your heartbeat.” 
 
    “The magic wasn’t stored at my heart,” I said to Melinda. “It rests at my center, my solar plexus.” I tapped just beneath my belly button. “But that’s where I was taught to sense for qi, for life force. It may be a quirk due to my training.” 
 
    “Or it may be that human training was accurate even before you knew of magic.” Melinda glanced at Marton. “Watch my students, please.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I sat, not channeling magic, but observing those around me. It turned out that I wasn’t a special snowflake in my ability to consciously reach for the magic inside me. I was just impatient. The other humans gradually revealed the same ability. Some reported that they found the magic pumping through their hearts, as Lajos had suggested. But others focused on their center, as I had. One man said the magic started in the big toe on his right foot. 
 
    Keeping vigil had had a high cost. It had been traumatizing. But it had worked.  
 
    I channeled some more magic, concentrating on making it a mere thread spinning through me. How would it feel when that thread attached to a magician and the magician pulled on it to power a spell? 
 
    “Enough.” The moon was high overhead when Lajos ended the training session. “There is hot milk and snacks in the food tent if you’re hungry. Otherwise, I encourage you to rest. Tomorrow, you will be assigned to your magician.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The anima-graphs frozen in the viewing section of the bunker, the hidden quarters originally intended to maintain connections with Faerene on other worlds, were a grim reminder of the cost the humans were bearing for the inaugural familiar trials. 
 
    Harold stood sideways to them. After hours of focus on stabilizing the thirty humans who’d exited the vigil badly, the elf was no longer as enamored of observing the human experience of the elven tradition. “We must discover why self-acceptance was so difficult for these humans.” 
 
    Self-acceptance. The last stage of keeping vigil, and the one that released those involved back into the real world, no longer locked inside their psyches. 
 
    The anima-graphs that hung suspended in space were vivid reminders of the Faerene’s voyeurism. Harold had enjoyed witnessing the humans’ inner landscapes. The terrible ending had shaken him out of that careless fascination. 
 
    Istvan didn’t even have to growl at the Fae King that these were people, people Harold was responsible for, and that the elf owed them more than this psychic torture. Harold’s face was drawn and his shoulders hunched. Growling at him would amount to no more than Istvan assuaging his sense of guilt by piling it on another. 
 
    “Fifty four of the original hundred human familiar candidates remain,” Harold addressed the assembled Faerene magicians, all one hundred of them. Roughly half of them would return to their new homes on Earth without a familiar. “The thirty we are trying to save now may be restored enough to serve as familiars in the future, but never as familiars to magicians with positions of prime importance.” Such as the magicians gathered in front of him. 
 
    Tineke swayed where she stood till Koos put a supportive arm around her. The elven woman was one of the key magicians on the Reclamation Team. The nature of her work, and its exposure to the cost that saving Earth had required of human civilization, meant that she needed a particularly robust human familiar. 
 
    “I apologize on behalf of the Fae Council,” Harold said. “When we invited you to the trials, we didn’t anticipate such a high rate of attrition among the humans. Those of you who are not matched with a human in this round of trials, it is not because you are of lesser importance.” 
 
    Politics! Istvan thought impatiently.  
 
    Ego-stroking was an essential skill for an elected king. Harold was usually more subtle, but the man was tired. 
 
    “The matches are decided based on a range of criteria. However, if you are not matched this time, and you return for another round of trials, you will be prioritized.” Harold rubbed his eyes. “I am so tired. Let’s get this done.” 
 
    Koos spoke up. “Pack dynamics. I’m a mated man. Heterosexual. To avoid complications my match has to be a heterosexual male or I’ll decline it. I won’t risk romance and jealousy interfering with the pack bond, or the familiar one,” he added, less intensely. 
 
    “A point we’ve considered,” Nora said. She was the lead scholar on the project, reporting directly to the Fae Council. She was also a stunning griffin with crimson feathers scattered among her golden plumage and matching crimson rosettes patterned through her tawny fur. She was beautiful, smart and oblivious to the admiration she attracted. “You are matched with Hugh.” 
 
    Istvan blinked. The matches were decided? He’d expected the magicians to have input into the match, not just the right to decline it as Koos had warned he’d exercise. 
 
    “Hugh’s tendency is to channel magic for defensive purposes. He’ll strengthen your pack magic,” Nora said. 
 
    Koos frowned thoughtfully. His gaze drifted toward the anima-images. 
 
    Tineke disentangled herself from his support. “Go.” 
 
    The werewolf strode in among the frozen anima-images, searching for Hugh’s. 
 
    “Pericles would suit me,” Istvan stated his choice clearly. Koos had been prioritized for a familiar because he was an adept magician and deeply embedded in his pack. With Koos it was about more than the individual. The Fae Council wanted to know how a pack adapted to the inclusion of a human familiar. With Istvan, how his bond worked with his familiar would influence if and how other magistrates were bonded with familiars. The idea was that the human familiar channeling magic to the magician would strengthen the power of his or her spells. It could be that the opposite would happen and that in linking with a human, a Faerene magician destabilized their magic. Pericles was a good choice. He was an older man, respected in his community and would be content to tackle whatever challenges arose so as to remain there in Brazil while Istvan ensured justice in his territory that had once been the Russian Empire. 
 
    Nora laughed. She had a delightful laugh, and it was an unexpectedly joyous sound in the grim bunker. “Oh, Istvan, don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Her laughter might be delightful, but Magistrate Istvan resented being called ridiculous. “I would accept Saul or Tabitha.” 
 
    Nora flicked him with her tail, telling him in yet another way not to be ridiculous. “You were the easiest of all to match. Obviously, your familiar is Amy.” 
 
    His crest rose in a rare sign of agitation. “No.” 
 
    A second tail flick; this time less playful and more chiding. “Honestly, Istvan. You revealed the connection yourself. When we rushed back from the bunker to the field at the end of the vigil who did you go straight to? Who did you tuck under your wing?” 
 
    Sheltered under a griffin’s wing was one of the safest places a youngster could be. It was also a sign of trust on the griffin’s part. No griffin would allow a potential enemy so close to their heart. 
 
    “That was…I…Rory…” Istvan blustered. 
 
    Nora giggled. “Don’t blame your friend. Rory is an excellent magician and served with distinction in the Elysium Guards. No matter his interest in a human, he wouldn’t have been distracted from focusing on his duty to his students.” She tapped Istvan with a wing. “You, my dear magistrate, have a bond with Amy. One that we will formalize.” She took a deep breath. “Now, Hildegard?” 
 
    Istvan sank down into a half-crouch, tail lashing back and forth on the floor of the bunker. He was irritated by Nora’s shaky reasoning. Youngsters were vulnerable. Protecting one hardly qualified as proof of a bond with her. He wanted to protest, but his sense of fairness and decorum prohibited it at the moment. Everyone was tired. It would be selfish to delay proceedings while he argued. 
 
    Harold wandered over to him. “Walk with me.” 
 
    The elf was just going to try and convince Istvan to go along with accepting a youngster as his familiar. Nonetheless, exiting the bunker with the Fae King was preferable to sulking through the rest of Nora’s announcements of matches. 
 
    Once outside, Istvan stretched his wings and body. Being underground, even inside a state-of-the-arcane bunker inside a mountain, didn’t agree with him. Griffins were meant to possess the freedom of the land and sky. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about more than your familiar, Istvan.” 
 
    “You look like you need to be in bed, asleep.” 
 
    A weary grin momentarily curved Harold’s mouth before a yawn caught and stretched it. “Sorry.” He covered his mouth with a hand mid-gape. “We’re all tired and inclined to be cranky. Lots of guilt to go around seeing the humans suffer. I’d hoped…the familiars seemed like such a good opportunity. A chance to give something back to humanity after they’ve lost so much. So many.” 
 
    “We were warned migration would be difficult.” Istvan’s tone was more sympathetic than his words. 
 
    “How right they were, and yet, no one foresaw humans gaining the ability to use magic. Or at least, not so fast. The scholars back on Elysium are agog and pestering Nora with questions and demands. And I’m getting sidetracked. Istvan, we’re reshuffling magistrates’ territories to cover the gaps. The two juniors that were promoted are good, but they were junior for a reason. They’ll be given minor territories while they grow accustomed to being the final authority.” 
 
    Being a magistrate was an honor and a burden. Istvan lived with the weight of his duty. That he carried it relatively easily didn’t mean he couldn’t remember how hard he’d struggled in private to reach this equilibrium. 
 
    “Given that your familiar is from America, we’re going to swap Yelena and you. She has agreed to this and has sent her junior ahead of her to Moscow. She will join him in two days.” 
 
    “It’s not a good idea to give me Amy as my familiar,” Istvan protested. “I can’t be trusted to train or mentor a junior magistrate, so entrusting me with the youngest of the human familiars is irresponsible. A steady man like Pericles I could work with. I could retain Russia and draw on Pericles’s bond to me even with him in Brazil. I wouldn’t have to worry what he was getting up to.” 
 
    Harold sat down on a rock. “Istvan, on Elysium you had junior magistrates lining up to be assigned to you. It was you that refused them, not your superiors deciding you weren’t fit to tutor the next generation. Here on Earth there are too few of us for you to refuse to train others.” 
 
    “I don’t have the patience to tolerate the hijinks of youth.” 
 
    “Old gray feathers,” Harold mocked him. 
 
    Istvan crouched low in front of the Fae King. It wasn’t obeisance. He wanted to be level with Harold and have the elf understand him. “I’m sharp, impatient, and too powerful to foster a familiar as young as Amy. An older person, they have their identity and life formed. They won’t be swayed by me.” 
 
    “You underestimate the power of your personality, my friend,” Harold murmured. 
 
    “Amy needs a magician who will let her grow into her own person.” 
 
    Harold plucked a piece of grass and twisted it. “You’re ignoring how well Amy performed in the vigil. She isn’t a raw recruit. You shouldn’t underestimate any of the human survivors.” 
 
    Istvan dipped his head, accepting the rebuke. Humanity’s catastrophic suffering warranted respect. 
 
    “You shouldn’t assume that all the giving in a familiar-magician relationship will come from the magician. No, I’m not talking about the magic the familiar channels to you. Istvan, I agree that you are impatient. You are brusque and can be unkind. You don’t mean to be, but your dispassionate appraisal of events and systemic causes is perceived that way by others who see the world differently. More personally. Amy is the only human candidate whose name is known to every Faerene involved in the trials.” 
 
    “That’s because Rory flirted with her.” 
 
    Metaphorically speaking, Harold pounced. “Why did he single out her?” 
 
    “She’s the youngest…” But Istvan was too intelligent to settle for that explanation. 
 
    Harold tied a knot in the piece of grass. “Lajos called it. He said that she blends in with the Faerene. The reason she does is because she accepts us as we are. The other humans see us as other. Amy interacts with us as people. Her talent is to accept and be accepted. In the old myths the famous magician and familiar partners did more than share magic. They balanced each other. Amy will provide you with people skills.” 
 
    “I’ve managed without those for centuries.” 
 
    Harold shrugged. “This is a new world. You need to care for someone, Istvan, and allow them to care for you. Part of you knows this. It’s why you sheltered her under your wing. The Migration grants us a new beginning. We shouldn’t use it to make the same old mistakes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I grabbed a blueberry muffin and a mug of coffee, and wandered outside. As tasty as the muffin was, I had to force myself to eat it, washing down each bite with coffee. My mouth was dry with nerves. 
 
    At the western end of the field, the Faerene were gathering. There stood the magician matches. What looked like all one hundred of them, although only half of us humans remained. Mixed in with them were Faerene I hadn’t seen before and our tutors. 
 
    Melinda had wished that I might be bonded with a unicorn. That sounded good. Or a goblin. “Closest of the Faerene to human,” Viola had said. For all of Tineke’s kindness and outrage on humans’ behalf, I didn’t want to be bonded to an elf. Lajos had put me off their kind, which was unfair and prejudiced of me. 
 
    Heckfire, but I hated being helpless. I had no say in who I was matched with. None of us did. Some of the humans with me weren’t even trying to eat. We were beyond nervous and into terrified. The trials had been demoralizing. We were weak. Earth was threatened. The all-powerful Faerene had saved us and had the magical power to rule over us for centuries, and as familiars to their magicians we would assist in the subjugation of humanity. 
 
    Damn, damn, damn. My coffee mug was empty. At least I’d eaten. Now to keep from throwing up. 
 
    The Faerene hadn’t spelled us to sleep for what had remained of the night after we finished our first attempt at channeling magic. I’d stared into the darkness for hours. The vigil had brought so many issues to the surface along with memories. 
 
    My parents had tried to be parents. They just hadn’t been good at it. That didn’t mean they hadn’t loved me. Still loved me? I needed to find out if they’d survived the apocalypse, except that I’d warned myself not to show that I cared for anyone and so deliver them to the Faerene as potential hostages for my good behavior. 
 
    Oh God. I prayed that I’d be partnered with a Faerene I could trust and who’d be worthy of my trust. Someone quiet and good who’d give me space to carve out a new life for myself. 
 
    I missed my parents, but the gap the loss of my adopted, unusual family in Apfall Hill left in me was worse. I wanted that web of connection, of giving and receiving, of laughing and shouting and coming home. 
 
    “I will read out the names of matched partners. First the Faerene, and then, the human familiar. When you hear your name called,” Lajos looked at us humans, “go and stand with your magician. Let’s begin. Selma.” A unicorn minced forward. “Pericles.” 
 
    I was happy for the old man, and envied him. My skin felt stretched too tight, like my nerves. It was like being picked for a sports team at school, but a thousand times worse. I didn’t want to play for any of the teams, but no one was going to let me simply go home. All I could do was hope to be matched to someone not too bad. 
 
    “Viola,” Lajos read out the name of the goblin healer. “Chen.” 
 
    I joined in the applause, but my envy was even stronger than six matches ago when Pericles’s name had been called as a unicorn’s familiar. I wanted the magic I channeled to be used for nurturing magic, like growing things or healing.” 
 
    “Istvan,” Lajos called. 
 
    The massive griffin stepped forward. The morning light gave his black feathers an iridescent sheen. 
 
    “Amy.” 
 
    Just no. My mind resisted, but my legs carried me to my new magician partner. I wasn’t compelled by magic. I knew this feeling. It had been with me when I’d started at boarding school or came home to any empty house because the parent I was staying with for a few days during vacation was still at work. It was about being powerless to change one’s fate. 
 
    Some of the other familiar matches talked quietly. 
 
    Smalltalk! I didn’t even know how to read Istvan’s expressions or body language. He was a griffin, utterly alien to me, and I was to be bonded to him. He would have control of my life. Maybe other Faerene wouldn’t be controlling with regard to their familiar, but I couldn’t see Istvan relinquishing command of any aspect of his life. 
 
    “The bonding ceremony will be carried out for everyone at once,” Istvan said to me. “We’ll need a bit more space.” 
 
    We retreated back from the crowd, but not before I saw Rory. 
 
    The werewolf stared at us, grinning with what seemed to be wonder. Energy almost visibly rippled off him. He was happy and eager and actually took a step in our direction before glancing sideways, evidently remembering that he had to stand with the tutors. He stayed in place, but saluted us. 
 
    “Complications,” Istvan said. 
 
    “You could have argued against having me as a partner,” I said. “I don’t get a say in this.” 
 
    He grunted, which was a strange sound as it emerged from his beak; half guttural and half a clatter. “You’re the prize familiar of the trials.” 
 
    I turned to stare at him. “Pardon?” 
 
    “You’re intelligent, likeable. Apparently, you’re to balance my irascible, loner tendencies.” 
 
    “Huh” was my intelligent response. 
 
    Istvan cocked his head. There was an unmistakable gleam of amusement in the large black eye that regarded me steadily. “Indeed.” 
 
    Lajos clapped his hands, silencing all conversation. “We will hold the bonding ceremony immediately. This is between partners, but we all stand here as witnesses.” 
 
    More Fae stepped out of the forest, ringing the field. A golden griffin was the nearest to Istvan and me. 
 
    “Nora,” he acknowledged her. 
 
    I stared. She was gorgeous. “Is she your mate?” I whispered to him. 
 
    Nora laughed. 
 
    I hadn’t known griffins could laugh. 
 
    “No, Amy,” she answered me. “Istvan hasn’t shown that much good sense.” 
 
    I liked her. Who else dared tease Magistrate Istvan? 
 
    “We need to begin the bonding ceremony.” He turned his shoulder to Nora and focused on me. “You’ll need the obsidian blade since your fingernails won’t pierce my skin.” 
 
    A black blade about the length of my hand lay on the grass. It hadn’t been there thirty seconds ago. I eyed it unhappily. “I have to cut you?” Then the obvious, but even worse thought struck me. “You’re going to cut me?” 
 
    “Blood to blood is part of the bonding ceremony,” Istvan said. “I will use a claw to slice down the outside of your forearm. You should cut me first before the pain of the cut distracts you.” 
 
    There was no way out of the situation. I crouched to pick up the knife. As I straightened, my gaze snagged with Rory’s. He stood beside Nora, both of them watching us. 
 
    “Istvan.” I edged closer to him. “Where do I cut you?” 
 
    “My leg. Just here.” He tapped his beak at a spot on his leg just above his giant paw with its scary claws. “A nice large cut. Strike without hesitation. Cut deep.” 
 
    I think he meant to be encouraging. 
 
    If I’d had a chance to become a doctor, I’d have had to cut people for surgery. There’d have been cadavers to learn on. 
 
    Those thoughts didn’t help any more than Istvan’s encouragement. 
 
    Better incentive was Digger’s training. When you absolutely had to do something horrible, just do it. 
 
    I sliced Istvan’s leg along the line his beak had traced in the fur. The obsidian blade was sharp. It cut the griffin’s thick skin easily. Red, warm blood welled up. 
 
    “Good. Hold up your arm.” 
 
    I dropped the knife sticky with Istvan’s blood, pushed up the sleeve of my shirt, and braced my left arm with my right, positioning it in front of Istvan. 
 
    He slashed it with a single claw. 
 
    One bleeding line of pain. 
 
    “Now, kneel and press your cut to mine,” Istvan ordered. 
 
    I dropped to my knees. “This is so unhygienic.” 
 
    He ignored my complaint. “Repeat these words. This is the familiar’s oath. ‘The magic that flows through me I gift to your service.’” 
 
    The magic, but not me. Service, slavery, was there a difference when the service was compelled? Either humans with magic served the Faerene or they would execute us. 
 
    Our blood mingled. 
 
    I recited the oath. “The magic that flows through me I gift to your service.” 
 
    “I accept your service and will honor it.” 
 
    I waited. Surely there would be more words or, if this was the end of the shortest ceremony on record, I would feel some difference from the bond completing itself. 
 
    “It is done,” Istvan said. 
 
    I sat down. It wasn’t a conscious decision. The release of tension and the pain from my wound combined to make me woozy. 
 
    The pain ceased. 
 
    I ran a finger over skin that had resealed beneath a layer of drying blood. I blinked up at Istvan. “I didn’t feel you use magic.” 
 
    “It was a minor healing spell. I didn’t draw on the magic from our bond. I shouldn’t need to for most spells.” 
 
    Nora coughed. Her beak made that discreet sound of disagreement sound like hack-clack.  
 
    Istvan’s tail lashed. “All right. We’ll practice so that some of the safer spells draw on Amy’s magic.” 
 
    “It’s a start,” the golden griffin conceded. 
 
    Rory crouched in front of me. “How do you feel?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Fine?” 
 
    He smiled. He was the archetypal boy-next-door all grown up, sexy and protective. He was also a werewolf, Faerene, a magician, and who knew what else. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Istvan answered for both of us. 
 
    Nora walked onto the field and nudged his shoulder. “I forgot. Congratulations. A smooth bonding.” 
 
    Her comment tore my attention from Rory and other immediate concerns to look around us. 
 
    Other magician and familiar bonds were still forming. Not everyone was as absent to squeamishness as Istvan and I. Psyching themselves up to cut each other had taken some of them a while. However, no one was screaming or comatose or anything loudly bad. 
 
    “Congratulations.” Lajos was suddenly right there. 
 
    Another elven male stood beside him, a fraction shorter but broader. “Congratulations, Istvan. Well done. How was it?” He rose up and down on his toes, literally bouncing with curiosity. 
 
    Istvan sighed. His feathers ruffled on his chest he sighed that deeply. “Harold, may I introduce my familiar, Amy Carlton? Amy, this is Fae King Harold.” 
 
    King? I hesitated. I’d have extended my hand to shake, but it was bloody, and apparently he was royalty. Was I expected to stand so that I could curtsy? 
 
    “Plain ‘Harold’ will do. After all, Istvan and I are old friends.” 
 
    I wiped my bloody hands on the grass. I needed a shower and clean clothes, but this would have to do. The obsidian blade lay near me. I wiped it on my shirt—it was bloodstained anyway—then thought twice about tucking it into my belt. That would be dangerous. It needed a sheathe. I held it out to Istvan, who vanished it. 
 
    “Excellent!” Harold exclaimed. “Cooperation already.” 
 
    Istvan lashed his tail. 
 
    If I’d had a tail, I’d have lashed it, too. The Fae King was treating us as if we were free entertainment. 
 
    “You know what you have to do.” Nora sounded amused.  
 
    Since I had no idea what was happening, she had to be talking to Istvan. 
 
    He studied me. “We can’t leave here till we’ve demonstrated a stable flow of magic through you and into a spell that I cast.” 
 
    “Leave the field or leave the mountains?” I was keen to do both, but the latter would be the real motivator. 
 
    “The mountains,” Istvan said. “We can take a break now for you to clean up, rest, eat, or whatever you need.” 
 
    I thought about my options and my condition. I felt surprisingly well. Stable, to use the Faerene’s favorite word. “Let’s do this. Um, what do I do?” 
 
    “Stand where you are.” 
 
    I was by his right side with Rory on my left, Nora across from us, and the two elves a few steps around from her. 
 
    Istvan frowned at the ground a few feet to the side of us, and safely empty of people. The grass died, then it burned, then its ashes melted into the dirt. The dirt melted, glowing red glass formed, before the glass snaked into a chain and two cuffs. Finally, the handcuffs cooled to a dull gray.  
 
    Rory whistled softly, impressed. 
 
    Fae King Harold let out a shaken breath. 
 
    “You’ve proven your point, Istvan.” Nora tried to sound reproving, but actually sounded proud. “The magic flowed steadily, no fluctuations or strain. How did it feel, Amy?” 
 
    I tore my gaze from the handcuffs. I wasn’t sure that I liked the symbolism of them. Istvan better not be planning to make me wear them. “I didn’t notice anything. No, I noticed some magic flowing through me, kind of tingling, but I wouldn’t have paid attention to it if I wasn’t thinking about it.” The sentence got tangled up. 
 
    Nora comprehended my meaning, though. “Very good. And did you notice,” she was no longer talking to me, but including everyone in our small group in the question, “that the magic came from every part of Amy. She channeled it naturally and effortlessly, far more than we expected and than Istvan had any right to expect.” 
 
    He nodded seriously. “Amy, you honor me with your trust.” 
 
    Rory read my confusion better than the others, or else, cared more about clearing it up. “The fact that magic flowed through every part of you and into Istvan’s casting means that you trust him completely. You didn’t hold back anything.” He looked at Istvan, and suddenly, Rory looked like a leader of men. Not a king, but a sergeant. He would protect his people. “It is on Istvan now to treasure the honor you give him.” 
 
    “You made Cuffs of Compulsion.” Lajos was stunned for other reasons. “Creating and enchanting an object is a sorcerer-level talent. You risked your familiar—” 
 
    Istvan interrupted. “I trusted her strength. Now, our bond is proven and we are free to return to our lives. Yes?” The “yes?” was a demand. 
 
    “You are free.” Harold made a sweeping gesture that was vaguely mocking. 
 
    Free to go where? Was I free or just Istvan? And… “What are Cuffs of Compulsion?” 
 
    Istvan scooped them up with his beak and tossed them at me. 
 
    I caught them. The toughened gray glass was smooth and cold. They were surprisingly light. 
 
    Istvan studied them as they dully reflected the morning light. “These cuffs compel the person wearing them to follow whoever locks the cuffs onto them. The manacles will resize. They’re a useful tool for a magistrate.” 
 
    “Speaking of useful to a magistrate,” Rory interjected. 
 
    I looked at him.  
 
    Istvan stared at him.  
 
    Lajos and Harold wandered off to harass other newly bonded pairs.  
 
    Nora scribbled in a notebook. Given that she held neither the notebook nor the pen, but that both floated in the air in front of her, that was quite a sight. 
 
    I offered the Cuffs of Compulsion to Istvan, who vanished them. 
 
    “You need a guard unit,” Rory said to Istvan. “Every magistrate has one on Elysium and the same will be expected here, now that the Rift is sealed. Since you haven’t chosen one yet, I’m volunteering to head your guard unit and select the other members.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    I had a feeling that Rory’s offer to handle the personnel management, beginning with recruitment, was the biggest selling point in Istvan’s eyes. The griffin really didn’t like being bothered by people, which made his choice of profession a puzzling one. Magistrates had to deal with people.  
 
    “My territory has changed,” Istvan said. “They’ve swapped me with Yelena.” 
 
    “Hot damn,” Rory swore. 
 
    Even Nora was distracted from her note-taking. 
 
    Only I didn’t understand what mention of Yelena meant. 
 
    “I’ve been assigned as magistrate for the territory of North America.” 
 
    The blood drained from my face. “You’ll be judging my people?” 
 
    Istvan nodded warily. “I thought you’d be happy that you could return home.” 
 
    “I…” This was so confusing. According to the Faerene, the way magic had streamed through me and into Istvan’s spell meant that I trusted him unreservedly. But my doubts, my need to defend my family, contradicted that conclusion. Unless, buried beneath my fear and uncertainty I believed that I could trust Istvan not to use those I loved as hostages to control me. “Where will you be based in America?” 
 
    “I can translocate from anywhere,” Istvan said. “I thought you’d want to be at Apfall Hill.” 
 
    Rory laughed, a low amused chuckle full of pride. “Amy’s more werewolf than griffin. She’s thinking of her pack. Will you hurt them? Does she have to protect them from you?” 
 
    For the first time ever, Istvan’s bold posture sagged. He flinched as if Rory’s explanation hurt him. 
 
    My mistrust had hurt him. 
 
    “Or will you join her pack?” Rory continued, and now, his tone coaxed his friend. 
 
    “My family,” I corrected him without thinking. 
 
    It wasn’t just magic that had power in the new world we were building out of the ruins of the old one. Love, a place to belong, friends, loyalty, courage and facing challenges together all mattered. 
 
    “Istvan, will you come home with me and meet my family?” Be my friend, and not just the master magician to a familiar servant? 
 
    Istvan retreated into formality. “I would be honored.” 
 
    I had risked so much over the last few days, why not this final dare? I pulled on one of Istvan’s throat feathers, and when he ducked his head, bewildered and muttering a complaint, I hugged him.  
 
    That silenced his protest. 
 
    But he had to have the last word. “Rory, as head of the Magisterial Guard Unit for North America, you are to accompany Amy and me to Apfall Hill.” 
 
    In fact, it was Rory who had the last word. He smiled at me. “My pleasure.” 
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    In 2019 I’m juggling two series. The first is The Faerene Apocalypse. You’ve just read Book 1, Stray Magic. I hope you enjoyed it! Book 2, Bound Magic, is out March 28, and Loyal Magic will release mid-year. The second series is the Interstellar Sheriff space opera series already begun with Space Deputy. Look out for Space Rodeo in a few months. 
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    The Collegium series. A secret order defends humanity from supernatural dangers. 
 
      
 
    Demon Hunter 
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    Plague Cult  
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