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    Ancient secrets and modern conspiracies swirl around Amy and her griffin partner, Istvan. 
 
      
 
    The inaugural South Eastern Magisterial Circuit is underway and as Amy accompanies Istvan on his magisterial duties, she faces hostility she hadn’t expected. The Faerene of Atlanta aren’t happy that a human has magic, even if Amy has sworn hers to Istvan. 
 
      
 
    The wreckage of human civilization is everywhere and the devastating apocalypse isn’t over yet, at least, not for humans. Amy’s loyalty is about to be tested.  
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The alligator surfaced, its snout breaking the green scum on the water with the softest of plops. An instant later, just long enough for it to detect the scent of my companion, it fled; tail thrashing and scattering algae everywhere. 
 
    I wiped a blob of green from my face. 
 
    Dorotta, the dragon ambling beside me on the unsurfaced road, sighed with a hint of smoke. “Too bad. Your gators make delicious snacks.” 
 
    Mosquitoes and other bugs swarmed around me, but none landed on my exposed skin. I’d sprayed myself with a bug spray bought at Sabinka’s apothecary shop back in Justice. I smelled of aniseed and orange blossom with a sour sharpness, and the bugs whined their frustration. About an inch from my skin, their blood hunger was defeated by Sabinka’s alchemical magic. 
 
    “The saltwater crocodiles in Australia are even better,” Dorotta continued enthusiastically. “They’re so much larger. Some are nearly as long as my tail.” 
 
    I stared at her tail and shuddered. Dorotta was a copper-colored dragon with a body the size of a truck. I didn’t want to imagine how big the crocodiles she snacked on were. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something about how lunch had only been an hour ago, and choked on a bug. It served me right for contemplating being snarky. Dorotta was my new bodyguard, and we needed to get along. 
 
    Rory had appointed her. After she’d joined his pack, he’d hired her away from the Messenger Service to act as my personal guard.  
 
    It had been in her role as a Messenger dragon that I first met her, and back then, I’d thought Dorotta reserved and wise. Now, I knew better. Maybe she was wise, but she was also quirky and gossipy and addicted to the thrill of danger. Hopefully, we wouldn’t encounter any of the latter. With Rory and Istvan metaphorically hovering, if I was threatened with any real danger they’d pull the plug on my plans. 
 
    Rory was a magician, a werewolf, the alpha of a new pack, the Guard Master for the Magisterial Guard Unit of the North American Territory, and self-declaredly intent on wooing me.  
 
    As the magistrate for the territory, Istvan was his boss. 
 
    I was Istvan’s human familiar. I’d given him my rare human magic via an oath, and he channeled it into his spells—when he remembered. 
 
    The arrival of the Faerene on Earth had changed everything, so much so that the ongoing cataclysm was called the Faerene Apocalypse. Yes, they’d crossed the Rift and sealed it behind themselves to save us, but in doing so, six sevenths of humanity had died from disease, starvation, environmental disaster or violence. Now, Earth hosted approximately a billion humans and half a million Faerene. 
 
    The Faerene were a mix of magical peoples. As well as dragons like Dorotta and werewolves like Rory, there were griffins (Istvan was a huge black griffin, very handsome), unicorns, elves, goblins, nymphs, orcs, vampires and others. 
 
    The worst of the apocalypse ought to be over. It had taken six months to seal the Rift, but now that it was stable, the Faerene were focused on establishing their new lives. However, the Faerene didn’t intend on including humans in their new world for another few generations. 
 
    The Faerene Migration had been planned down to the last detail, but they hadn’t anticipated the emergence of magic in a few rare humans like me. Whilst the Fae Council debated a policy of eliminating our human magic for a century or so, I proposed the opposite. I had more faith in my fellow humans and believed that we could integrate with magical peoples—the Faerene—now, and not wait for generations. 
 
    We had to. We had suffered so much; something I couldn’t dwell on for my sanity and survival. We had to move forward. There had to be hope. 
 
    I had found my purpose in life. I wanted a blended human and Faerene world to rise from the devastation of human civilization. To get there would require knowledge of, and respect for, one another. I could be part of fostering that understanding and acceptance. 
 
    I still struggled with my special status as a human in Faerene society. Before the apocalypse I'd aligned everything in my life to the goal of becoming a psychiatrist. I'd only been at the beginning of that journey, a college student, but my interest in how the human psyche worked had left me with a few understandings. Things like the fact that each of us thought we were special, yet, contradictorily, a number of us suffered from imposter syndrome. We doubted our own accomplishments. 
 
    Except I was an imposter. 
 
    I was special in the sense that I was pretty much unique as a human familiar, but I hadn’t earned the secure life I now lived. Sometimes the guilt of that ate at me: that while others fought daily to survive, I could be sure of my next meal, and not exhausted, not dead! It was a luxury that I could laugh and spare the energy to be curious.  
 
    Dorotta and I were on our way to Miami, or what remained of it. This “teensy-eensy” side jaunt to the Everglades was her idea. 
 
    “The Huh adore charcoal,” she’d said. “But it’s difficult for them to acquire in the swamp. So I drop off a sack whenever work brings me close by. Hickory is their favorite.”  
 
    So we’d translocated in, appearing in the air above the swamp. Dorotta had circled a couple of times as she chose a road to land on. Now, we walked in the direction of the Huh’s hidden settlement. 
 
    A three foot tall humanoid frog popped up to the side of the overgrown road. 
 
    “Hello, Kes,” Dorotta said casually. 
 
    “Greetings, Dorotta.” The bulging-eyed green being stared at me. 
 
    Dorotta flicked a claw in my direction. “This is Amy, Magistrate Istvan’s human familiar.” 
 
    Four more Huh popped out of the swamp to stare at me. 
 
    “Hi.” I waved lamely. 
 
    They waved back with three-fingered, green, splayed hands. 
 
    “Charcoal.” Dorotta extracted a sack from the capacious leather satchel strapped to her belly. “I won’t be back this way for a while. I’ve quit the Messenger Service and joined Magician Rory’s new pack.” 
 
    Kes opened the sack of charcoal that was as large as him—or her. Although the Huh wore no clothes, I couldn’t discern their sex. Not that I was staring.  
 
    The other Huh padded forward to take a charcoal piece each to nibble on. Nibble charcoal, stare at the human familiar. Nibble. Stare. 
 
    I smiled uncomfortably. 
 
    “The Rift magician has a pack?” Kes asked. 
 
    “Hope Fang. I am its first dragon member,” Dorotta said proudly. “We also have an elf and a goblin.” She buckled the satchel closed. “It is a very progressive werewolf pack. Rory is Magistrate Istvan’s Guard Master for the territory, and he has appointed me as Amy’s personal guard.” 
 
    “While we’re on circuit,” I added. 
 
    Another Huh popped out of the mangroves and grabbed a piece of charcoal. “So, you’re off to Tenger?”  
 
    Tenger was the port city the Faerene had founded on what had once been the site of Brunswick, Georgia. It was also the first stop on Istvan’s inaugural South Eastern Magisterial Circuit. 
 
    The latest Huh didn’t bother nibbling but shoved the entire piece of charcoal into their mouth. Wide green lips writhed as they chewed and sucked and gawped between Dorotta and me for an answer. 
 
    I glanced back at Dorotta. Since I’d been forcibly introduced to the Faerene I’d encountered a number of individuals from their different species. Elves had green skin and goblins blue, but both looked human. Werewolves were human in appearance in one of their three forms. At the other end of the spectrum, non-humanoid species were different enough for my brain to accept them on their own terms. But the Huh, with their blend of frog and human, unnerved me. 
 
    “We’re visiting Miami first,” I said. 
 
    The Huh stopped nibbling, sucking and chewing to stare at me. “Where?” 
 
    “The City of Lost Minds,” Dorotta said. 
 
    “Oh.” The Huh lost interest. Three joined Kes and together they lifted the sack of charcoal. “Goodbye.” They vanished into the mangroves. Literally vanished. 
 
    Dorotta scratched her chin. “The Huh believe that people who stay in the ruins of a flooded city have lost their minds. Sensible people move to higher ground where they can grow food. Unless they’re the Huh, who like the swamp.” 
 
    I had a sneaking suspicion that my dragon guard had brought me here in an attempt to discourage me from visiting Miami. “But there are still people in Miami?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I still want to go there.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Miami had been devastated. The ocean lapped where streets had been and many buildings were partly submerged. Some of the tallest buildings had toppled, taking out their neighbors as they collapsed.  
 
    Riding on Dorotta’s back I had a dragon’s eye view of the ruined city. 
 
    Gulls roosted on abandoned buildings. Pelicans swam through the streets, serenely avoiding cars that were now no more than rusting, immovable metal hazards. Even high in the air there was a smell of rot. The sea had invaded, but it hadn’t washed clean. 
 
    There were people present. Patches of high ground hosted unkempt gardens; sometimes with a tent beside them, sometimes not. Small boats and rafts were moored to the railings of houses and to former store buildings. 
 
    The view from above was horrifying, but I needed to walk through the nightmare. If possible, I wanted to speak with people, with the survivors who’d chosen to stay. “Can we land there on the street, by the garden with a banana tree, the one to your right without a tent?” By the standards of apocalyptic Miami, it was well-tended. 
 
    As Dorotta swooped down, I could see a few faces at windows or disturbed by our passing as they walked roof to roof along planks.  
 
    “Dragon!” People scattered into hiding. 
 
    Before the apocalypse, humanity’s answer to a threat like a dragon sighting would have been guns and missiles. The Faerene had used their magic to take those things from us. They’d vanished one night: taken away, broken down at atomic level, and returned to the earth. Now we had bows and arrows, knives and swords.  
 
    A rock hit the street a few feet in front of Dorotta, reminding me that humanity also had makeshift weapons and stupidity. 
 
    The copper dragon ignored the rock. We’d agreed before going in that I would stay within arm’s reach of her at all times, and that she’d hold an invisible shield around us. Nothing humanity could attempt, even attacking us bodily, could break through her magic, so there was no value in either of us escalating the situation by responding to the rock. 
 
    I unclipped the harness, and climbed down.  
 
    Dry ground in the flooded city would be premium land. The man who walked out of the white house beside the garden carried himself with the confidence of someone who’d fought successfully for his home and garden, and who right now had a reputation to uphold. There would be people watching our encounter, even if I couldn’t see them. 
 
    The man was about my age, in his early twenties, tall, lean and broad-shouldered in a t-shirt, jeans and boots. He had a large knife strapped to his belt, but his hands were empty, which was a sign of good faith and commonsense. He couldn’t defeat Dorotta.  
 
    “Of course it would be a white girl who got herself a pet dragon.” 
 
    The challenge of his statement, offered in lieu of a greeting, shocked me into silence. 
 
    A puff of smoke from Dorotta expressed her amusement. “I am no one’s pet.” 
 
    My status in Faerene society as Istvan’s human familiar made me sensitive to anyone using the word “pet” with its connotations of ownership and subject status. However, if Dorotta was amused, then me taking offense would be silly. “I’m Amy.” 
 
    In a normal conversation, this was the point at which the stranger would give his name. Somehow I wasn’t surprised when he went, instead, with a curt question.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Behind him, at a window, a child’s round face peered out interestedly, chubby hands flattened against the glass.  
 
    The knowledge that the man had a child dependent on his protection punched me in the chest. Dorotta and I had, after all, invaded his territory, his home. He didn’t know that I envisaged a neutral, fact-gathering expedition. “I’m not…we’re not going to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “What…do…you…want?” He spaced out the words, emphasizing the demand and without a hint of tolerance or friendliness. He kept his gaze on me, not Dorotta.  
 
    She’d seen the child. She was blowing smoke shapes: a heart, an apple, a dragon. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I countered. “Why didn’t you leave? Why stay?” 
 
    It’s hard to threaten a woman who has a dragon at her back, but the scowl on the man’s face and his two quick steps forward had me retreating till I bumped into Dorotta. I threw my hands up. “None of my business.” 
 
    I had to respect his courage. 
 
    He folded his arms and stood his ground within reach of Dorotta’s fangs and claws. “Leave.” 
 
    “I just…” I looked up and down the street. There was a physical stink of seaweed and decay, and a metaphorical miasma of failure, grief and desperation. The man had carved out a tiny oasis that could be destroyed in the next storm or have its inhabitants struck down by an epidemic. All the stagnant water was mosquito heaven. 
 
    I stood in the middle of a disaster zone from which there’d be no rescue. There were no aid agencies any more. Not even the military had survived the apocalypse. Agencies of every size had disbanded, or simply ceased to exist as their members died. 
 
    In this hell, there was no reason he should answer my questions. Perhaps he’d stayed to scavenge, for trade opportunities, or maybe because even in its ruined state, Miami was his home. Why should he trust me with the truth of his life and motivations? 
 
    A sense of my unintended arrogance over-whelmed me. “What am I doing here?”  
 
    I’d flown in, well-fed and clothed, protected, and certain of my ability to leave again. I was like some disaster tourist, peering in and getting a thrill from others’ suffering. 
 
    “You’re lost.” The man’s scowl remained, but his folded arms dropped to his sides. Some of his animosity transformed into tiredness. “Woman, we’re all lost, but you ain’t gonna find redemption here.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for redemption.” But standing in the middle of his reality, I couldn’t tell him what I’d so self-righteously shared with Rory, Istvan and the other Faerene with whom I’d argued my case: that I wanted to see Miami in person so that I could stand witness to its people’s suffering. The only people who had the right to claim that role were the people who’d lived it. People like the man in front of me and the child he sheltered in his home. 
 
    “I’m not lost.” I turned and grabbed the harness to help me climb back up to my seat astride Dorotta. To be lost, you had to lack both a path forward and a path back. I mightn’t be completely sure where I was headed, but due to my familiar bond with Istvan I always had a path home. 
 
    I wanted to help, but how? The Faerene were determined not to foster dependency in humans by giving the billion of us who’d survived any assistance. 
 
    My personal resources were small. 
 
    I possessed information, but the possible scary consequences of sharing it silenced me. For instance, the man confronting Dorotta and me considered me human. I could tell him that werewolves looked every bit as human; at least, they did in their human form. But what if that news got around and people twisted it into an excuse to attack strangers? Information could be used in so many different ways: to heal or to hurt, to build or to tear down. 
 
    From Dorotta’s back I stared down at the man, and past him to the child watching us. 
 
    The man turned and glimpsed the child’s face before he or she ducked out of sight. When the man turned back to me, his expression held a hint of the fear he’d successfully hidden before. “My nephew…” 
 
    “Is safe from us,” Dorotta said. “We’re not monsters.” 
 
    “The Faerene look different,” I said. “But we’re all people.” 
 
    The man laughed, and there was harsh pain in the sound. “Don’t you know, woman, it’s people who hurt you the worst?” He walked away from us, back into the house, and slammed the door. 
 
    “What else do you want to see?” Dorotta asked. 
 
    I contemplated the window which was vacant, now. No little face pressed close to gaze in wonder at a dragon. “We can leave.” 
 
    “For Tenger?” she confirmed our destination. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was nothing in Miami, not for me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Istvan was a very big griffin. He was accustomed to being the largest of his kind, loomed over only by dragons. Standing on the shore at Tenger to talk with a visiting kraken, he felt puny. It was a salutarily humbling experience, and one which balanced the awed respect the citizens of Tenger awarded him as their territory’s magistrate.  
 
    Tenger was a sea nymph settlement. Sea nymphs weren’t fans of residing inside buildings. They had built a few, primarily for visitors: a hotel and a customs house. The town also included a general store and a row of warehouses.  
 
    The sea nymphs slept, worked and socialized in their communal garden which ranged from the sea to the river and up onto land. Calling them “sea” nymphs was misleading. They were just as comfortable in freshwater as salt, and could live on land. Their biology was fascinating. 
 
    Their current excitement at hosting the first ever circuit court in the North American Territory was exhausting. Istvan had divided yesterday between presiding over a couple of simple cases of resource allocation and being guided around the land section of the communal garden to admire their achievements. 
 
    They had eradicated all evidence of the humans who’d previously lived at the river mouth. Before he’d acquired a human familiar, Istvan wouldn’t have noticed. It was the future that mattered to him. The past couldn’t be changed and he’d never been one to be fascinated by archaeology. But now, thoughts of Amy’s response to Faerene erasing humans from the history of a place nagged at him. 
 
    He was relieved to escape the sea nymphs’ hospitality and talk with Xi the kraken. 
 
    On the Faerene home world of Elysium, kraken were famed for their insularity. Along with the sea nymphs, they were the sole aquatic Faerene, and they lived much of their lives alone in the depths of the ocean. Many of the kraken would never meet an outsider.  
 
    Xi was atypically interested in interacting with non-kraken, which made him the key point of contact for others in the Migration dealing with the kraken. With the whole of Earth’s oceans to play in, it wasn’t happenstance that Xi was at Tenger for Istvan’s first circuit court. 
 
    And if Istvan needed evidence that Xi had sought him out for a reason, then the fact that the kraken had insisted on speaking privately, requesting a privacy shield from the griffin so that they couldn’t be overhead by anyone, provided that proof. 
 
    Yet Xi was in no rush to raise the purpose of their meeting. For a quarter of an hour he spoke about ocean conditions and sea floor volcanoes. Then he asked how Istvan was settling into his role as Magistrate for the North American Territory. 
 
    “The rushed preparation is a challenge,” Istvan admitted. “I’d readied myself to take on the Russian Territory. Swapping with Yelena at the last minute has created additional work and discommoded a few people.” 
 
    “Atlanta,” Xi said, demonstrating that he was up to date on terrestrial affairs.  
 
    Atlanta was where Yelena had intended to build the Magistrate Hall for the North American Territory. Whilst the magistrate was away from his or her hall more often than they were there—each circuit court being two months’ in length, with four circuits a year—the town that hosted the hall became a major center of trade and influence.  
 
    Officially, there’d been no announcement of Atlanta as Yelena’s choice. Magistrates hadn’t taken up their roles until recently. For the first six months of the Faerene’s presence on Earth, the focus had been on sealing the Rift; a crusade that Istvan had led. However, people paid attention to the slightest word or action of those in power, and some had tried to steal a march on their competitors (whether social or commercial) by settling in Atlanta. Of those, some had accepted the changed game plan of Istvan’s appointment and moved to the town of Justice that he’d founded on the banks of the Mississippi River to house his hall. Others hadn’t, and they would be a problem when Istvan reached Atlanta. 
 
    “Atlanta is the next stop on the circuit,” he said to Xi. 
 
    “Interesting times.” The kraken was a deep blue, almost black color, but that could change. For all their size, kraken were masters of camouflage. They could be any color or combination of colors. Midnight blue in early afternoon was a statement of some kind. 
 
    Istvan, unfortunately, didn’t understand the nuances of kraken coloration. Since they possessed little magic of their own and generally lurked in the ocean depths, as a magistrate he’d seldom had reason to deal with one professionally. 
 
    “Your human familiar has changed things,” Xi said. “Has she changed you?” 
 
    It was a very personal question, especially from a stranger. 
 
    Istvan chose to answer by providing publicly available information. “I’m oath bound to her. I accepted the magic she vowed to my service.” He paused. “Amy is joining me here, today. She will travel the circuit. You can meet her.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    The black griffin cocked his head, alert to the oddity of Xi’s response. It seemed that the kraken had a plan that involved Amy. Not yet was not no or yes or some time. Not yet had purpose. “I will protect Amy,” Istvan spoke to the implication rather than to Xi’s actual comment. 
 
    “I hope so. The players of this game are unsure where she fits on the board.” Xi fell silent.  
 
    Istvan speculated as to whom the kraken considered a player. The new Faerene residents of Atlanta? The Fae Council? The scientists studying the emergence of magic in a few rare humans and how it had decreased to vanishing point once more among those human mages who’d been oath-bound to a Faerene magician? 
 
    Except that the latter finding hadn’t applied to Amy or to one other human mage, Chen. Both of them had kept and even increased their magic load. The consensus on the cause of the difference was that Amy and Chen trusted the Faerene magician they’d been bound to.  
 
    Chen’s magician partner was a goblin healer named Viola.  
 
    Amy had wanted to be bound to a healer and to pursue her pre-apocalypse dream of being a doctor. Instead, she’d been assigned to Istvan. He’d tried to resist. He was unaccustomed to raising a fledgling, and had refused even taking on a junior magistrate. That their partnership was working as well as it did was testament to Amy’s courage in accepting new people and experiences, and in risking everything to trust him. She’d even trusted him with the safety of her adopted family in Pennsylvania. 
 
    “No one will hurt Amy,” he said. 
 
    Xi dragged a tentacle along the beach, inching it up like a looping caterpillar. Then he flattened the tentacle. Just one could demolish a house or drag a ship to a watery grave. “The humans are scared of us.” 
 
    “Yes. Amy is surprisingly accepting—” 
 
    Xi interrupted. “We are talking at cross-purposes. I meant that the humans fear kraken. At the sight of us they either flee or attempt to spear us before fleeing. As a consequence, we’ve been unable to talk to any and acquire a sense of their being.” 
 
    “They are unaccustomed to telepathy,” Istvan said. “Before Amy meets with you I would warn her of the possibility that it will feel strange, possibly intrusive.” 
 
    “Ah.” The kraken dragged his tentacles under the water, the sudden disturbance sending a wave washing over Istvan’s feet. 
 
    Istvan was experienced in telepathy and in guarding his thoughts. He also had control over his body. Not by a tail twitch did he show his annoyance at the soaking his paws had received. He wanted to learn why Xi was here and the reason for his interest in Amy. 
 
    The kraken, however, changed the subject. “Elysium knew of Earth for a long time, but only began serious observation of it three millennia ago.” 
 
    “When humans began to use iron.” At that point, humanity’s dangerous insistence on linear progression had raised a red flag for the future health of their world’s shield. 
 
    “There are things that we may have missed.” 
 
    Istvan forgot his wet paws. “Amy raised a similar argument, but from the perspective of our instruments being unable to be exactly calibrated to detect magic on Earth when we were on Elysium. She believes that humans have had magic for centuries, albeit only a few rare individuals, as is the case now. The Faerene on Elysium were just unable to detect it.” 
 
    “I hadn’t heard. What a fascinating argument. And a smart woman.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Xi retreated, sending water sloshing up the beach. “It would be arrogant of the Faerene to imagine that we’d learned all of Earth’s secrets.” Xi vanished. 
 
    Istvan studied the water, but neither with his physical eyesight nor magical vision could he see evidence of the kraken’s route. With a thought, Istvan released the privacy spell that had shielded their conversation.  
 
    What secret is Xi guarding and how does it involve Amy? 
 
    A flash of magic above him had Istvan looking up. 
 
    Dorotta translocated in with Amy on her back. 
 
    Istvan glanced back at the ocean. Kraken were notorious for their low levels of magic and magical ability. The timing of Xi’s disappearance had to be coincidence. He couldn’t have detected Dorotta and Amy’s imminent arrival. Istvan himself couldn’t detect a translocation spell until the person casting it appeared. 
 
    The black griffin cast a cleansing spell to rid himself of the itchy saltwater on his paws before strolling up from the beach to the grass to meet his familiar and her guard. He hadn’t approved of the idea of Amy visiting Miami, but had allowed it because she was an adult. Adults had the right and sorrow to collect bad memories as well as good ones. That she had arrived in Tenger ahead of schedule meant that she’d fled Miami. 
 
    He’d hear the story later, from her and from Dorotta. “Amy, the sea nymphs are eager to meet you. Let me introduce Jan first.”  
 
    The demands of social propriety closed around them, providing their own kind of security. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Miami shook my confidence in my ability to cope with the evidence of the apocalypse and survivors’ efforts to endure. Endure was the right word. In the City of Lost Minds they weren’t attempting to rebuild, but merely to exist. How long could people live on scraps and memories? Their pathetic gardens were so ephemeral. The sea would wash in over them one day, and that day would be soon, and they’d have to start over—if anyone remained to do so. 
 
    I gripped the harness that secured me to Dorotta’s back and watched as Atlanta blinked into view beneath us. 
 
    In terms of magic utilized, travel by translocation was more efficient than opening a portal, but it could only happen in mid-air. According to Istvan the barriers to splitting space were less resistant in the air; also, gravity could be spun into the spell. I didn’t understand the mechanics of it, but I could ride on Dorotta’s back and experience the result. 
 
    We’d traveled from Tenger to Atlanta in seconds. 
 
    Istvan flew beside us. 
 
    Atlanta. I dared to look down. Post-apocalypse, the city’s suburbs had large chunks eaten into them by wilderness. The high rises of the business district were gone. Some apartment blocks remained. The older parts of the city seemed to have survived the best, judging by the tidy patchwork of roofs visible from the sky. As in Miami, empty land showed signs of cultivation.  
 
    Dorotta angled west, toward the Chattahoochee River. 
 
    On its banks, I recognized a town layout strikingly reminiscent of Justice, but with a huge empty square at its heart. This was where Yelena’s hall would have gone, if Istvan and she hadn’t swapped magisterial territories. 
 
    The township wouldn’t have been vacant land before the apocalypse. However, as with Manhattan Island emptied of humans and returned to wilderness, this section of Atlanta had been claimed by the Faerene.  
 
    I searched for evidence of human settlement pressing up against the new Faerene town set within the former footprint of Atlanta. There was none. 
 
    I frowned as Dorotta descended. 
 
    Istvan landed first, folding his glossy black wings against his sides and gazing around thoughtfully. 
 
    We landed beside him. I climbed down between the protection of his and Dorotta’s big bodies. I wasn’t sure what waited for us.  
 
    At Tenger, the sea nymphs had been effusive in their welcome. They’d plied me with food and drink, and sang and told stories. Not one of them had questioned me as to my status as a human familiar. What duties Istvan had as magistrate on that first stop had been completed before my arrival. Tenger had been a celebration of community. It had been a cruel contrast to humans’ existence in Miami. 
 
    For a second I braced myself with a hand against Istvan’s shoulder. His fur was cool from flight. I was warm. Rory had worked enchantments into the leather coat I wore so that it would protect me from mundane concerns like the weather, as well as from physical and magical attack.  
 
    Dorotta carried her belongings and mine in the satchel strapped to her. She’d insisted. Apparently for this first meet-and-greet it was important that I have my hands free and no bag over my shoulder that might swing wide and bump someone. 
 
    I had coins, a handkerchief and a folding knife in my pockets. I unbuttoned the knee-length black coat. All of my clothes were black, which was a deliberate style choice to emphasize my connection and loyalty to Istvan, a black griffin. Beneath the coat I wore a tailored jacket over a silk shirt and wide-legged, fine wool trousers. My boots were highly polished with a moderate heel. The only fault that could be found with my appearance was the few wisps of black hair that had escaped my French braid. 
 
    Istvan moved forward to greet a green dragon as large as Dorotta. 
 
    Nope. I was wrong. 
 
    “Good morning, Mayor Konstantin.” Istvan wasn’t greeting the dragon, but the elf that stood in the shadow of the dragon and wore the gold braid of a town mayor wrapped around his forest-green hat. 
 
    “Greetings, Magistrate Istvan. Welcome to Atlanta.” Mayor Konstantin bowed. While shaking hands wasn’t possible with a griffin, the stiffness of the elf’s bow made what should have been a gesture of respect feel more like an opening salvo in hostilities. “May I introduce Dux Cyril, chaplain of the All-Faiths Temple of Atlanta?” 
 
    “Dux Cyril,” Istvan acknowledged the skinny goblin who stepped forward at the mayor’s introduction. 
 
    Cyril wore a knee-length gray tunic over black trousers and had shaved his head. His scalp showed a dull blue. His prominent eyes were the color of pale ale. He didn’t look friendly. “Blessed be your judgement, Magistrate Istvan.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I was in exactly the right—or wrong—mood to match the resentment being directed our way. The residents of Tenger had been too friendly, too plain nice, for me to unleash on them any of my unrest at the state of Miami and the likelihood that it characterized the scrabbling current existence of most humans. But these snobby types with their sneering manner…yeah, I could be mad at them. 
 
    Istvan flicked my ankle with his tail. 
 
    I took a shaky, shallow breath, then a deeper one. His reminder was valid. If I let these people’s hostility disturb me and matched it with my own anger, I played into their hands. Anger clouded a person’s judgement. 
 
    “My familiar, Amy,” Istvan said to the mayor and priest. “And one of the magisterial guards, Dorotta.” He didn’t add that Dorotta was my bodyguard. 
 
    “Well met,” Konstantin said. 
 
    Dux Cyril merely nodded. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said neutrally.  
 
    Dux Cyril’s lips thinned, presumably at my failure to honor his august presence with a bow or something similar.  
 
    Or perhaps I was wrong and he merely suffered from indigestion. 
 
    No one introduced the green dragon, not even after Dorotta’s cheerfully pointed greeting of “Well met, the three of you.” 
 
    Mayor Konstantin, in fact, ignored Dorotta. “Magistrate Istvan, in the absence of a magistrate hall here, we have arranged alternative accommodation for you at the Territorial Hotel.” 
 
    Obviously, Istvan’s decision to establish the hall for the North American Territory on the banks of the Mississippi River far from Atlanta was a sore point that Atlanta’s Faerene citizens intended to poke at. Perhaps it was irresistible, like stabbing a sore tooth with your tongue. 
 
    So far I hadn’t had an opportunity to observe Istvan’s response to sustained and purposeful aggravation. Our week-long stay in Atlanta would be informative in more ways than one. 
 
    “If you care to refresh yourself before court convenes…” Konstantin gestured for Istvan to proceed westerly, toward the river. 
 
    Standing between Istvan and Dorotta, their two big bodies had mostly blocked my vision. However, I understood enough of the town’s layout to know that the town hall, which was to serve as the circuit court house, was in the opposite direction to the hotel. We had an hour before the court convened at ten o’clock, so possibly Konstantin was being thoughtful for Istvan’s comfort. But I doubted it. A few seconds translocating from Tenger to Atlanta hardly required a magician of Istvan’s caliber to “freshen up”. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” Istvan was perfectly polite, but also final. “May I know your name?” He addressed the green dragon. 
 
    “Police Constable Mirella Draco.” 
 
    Istvan inclined his head fractionally in acknowledgement of the tardy introduction. “Constable, please escort Amy and Dorotta to our lodgings.” 
 
    The green dragon rolled her eyes in the mayor’s direction, but he deliberately avoided her gaze.  
 
    If there was a power play here regarding who had the right to command the police officer, I didn’t understand it. According to the research I’d done on how a Faerene town operated, the police were meant to be independent of mayoral and council authority, and of religious authority. Yet here was Mirella clearly expecting guidance from the mayor. 
 
    In human society, money talked. I wondered what power drove Faerene Atlanta. 
 
    Receiving no guidance from Konstantin, or at a minimum, no objection to Istvan’s order, Mirella turned carefully, keeping her tail tucked so as not to smack into anyone. “Follow me, please.” 
 
    Once we were moving, and clear of Istvan’s large view-blocking body, I had a chance to see more of the scene. I stared around unashamedly, less focused, for now, on the buildings than on the people. I spotted Nils standing a short distance away. 
 
    He acknowledged me with a curt nod. 
 
    Despite my attempt to convince myself that I was cross rather than worried by our reception in Atlanta, my tension relaxed a notch at the sight of him in the navy-blue uniform of a magisterial guard. As well as being part of Rory’s pack, the elf was a highly rated magician.  
 
    Nils fell into step with Istvan. 
 
    The mayor regarded him warily. They were both elves, but where Konstantin might be politically dangerous—and I didn’t yet know if he had the power to back up his bad attitude—Nils was a former assassin. In terms of danger, my friend was the greater threat, and his predatory stride expressed his confidence.  
 
    “Police constable?” Dorotta questioned Mirella. They were so tall that they spoke well above my head. 
 
    “I want a clutch, soon. Establishing myself here gives me security.” 
 
    Dorotta flared her wings a fraction. 
 
    I skipped to the side. 
 
    She dipped her head to look at me. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem.” Mirella thought Dorotta had been speaking to her. “I chose a lesser job on purpose. I knew I’d be judged.” 
 
    Dorotta snorted. “I’m not judging. I’m already on my second job since the Migration. We have to find what suits us.” 
 
    “So, magisterial guard?” Mirella sounded happy to change the subject. 
 
    However, Dorotta didn’t pursue the reason for her career change. “Uh huh,” she said vaguely. “About that priest. Dux is a Reunionist title, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mirella nearly got whiplash peering right then left. Then she snaked her head around to check who was behind us. 
 
    No one followed us. 
 
    “He is.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. It was as if a storm whipped through the treetops tearing leaves. Still, Mirella tried to be discreet. It was kind of cute how her body language and loud whisper achieved the exact opposite. 
 
    Anyone watching us—and people strolling along the street certainly were—would guess she was sharing gossip. 
 
    Which meant that now wasn’t the time for me to ask questions. Questions like who the Reunionists were, what they believed, and why Dorotta seemed surprised to have one of their priests as chaplain of the town’s all-faiths temple. 
 
    Mirella didn’t require any encouragement to carry on with her story. “Dux Cyril isn’t the usual kind of Shardist. He’s ambitious.” She nodded portentously. 
 
    “Religious leaders are often ambitious,” I said. 
 
    The two dragons snorted in unison. 
 
    “That they are,” Dorotta said. “But a Shardist is typically a hermit. People seek them out. They fight any attempt to play a public role.” 
 
    Now that she’d confided her piece of gossip—or more charitably, shared with Dorotta, a magisterial guard, a point of concern—Mirella walked jauntily. The tips of her emerald wings flicked in the same manner a human might flick their fingers. Then she stopped. “Your hotel.” 
 
    The large timber structure had windows in odd places. Nothing was level. 
 
    I shook my head. No, I knew better than that. This was a multi-species multi-occupancy dwelling. The floors varied in height to accommodate people of different sizes. It was level, just varied. 
 
    A centaur concierge met us outside the front door. “Guard Dorotta. Familiar Amy. Welcome to the Territorial Hotel.” 
 
    Dorotta nudged my shoulder with her chin. Undoubtedly Rory and others in his pack had told her how much I loathed being labelled “familiar”, as if I had no value beyond the magic I’d vowed to Istvan’s service.  
 
    I scratched her chin. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to get my knickers in a twist over an irrelevant title.” 
 
    The centaur glanced over his shoulder at us. “Titles matter.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Labels of any kind can be dangerous. They can blind us to the truth.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a police constable and I don’t care who knows it.” It was a lie. Mirella obviously did care, judging by her reaction to Dorotta. Being a street cop was apparently a less respected job than dragons customarily undertook. That didn’t mean it wasn’t an important job. People needed law and order. 
 
    We said our goodbyes to Mirella, while the concierge swished his tail impatiently. Then we followed him a short distance to where massive doors stood open to a vast chamber with equally massive doors opposite. Those were closed.  
 
    “Your roost,” the centaur said to Dorotta. “Magistrate Istvan’s room is the first on your left. A bed has been added to the dressing room off it for his familiar.” 
 
    I resisted the provocation and stayed silent, examining the “roost” instead. Apart from a couple of benches pushed to the side, it was bare. A vast, empty space. 
 
    Dorotta opened the doors on the far side to reveal a view of the Chattahoochee River. 
 
    “Guard Nils has the chamber adjacent to Magistrate Istvan’s. The rooms opposite are for your two clerks.” 
 
    Radka, the senior clerk on circuit, would be at the town hall with everything organized and waiting for Istvan to open the session. The second clerk accompanying the circuit was a goblin called Wort. He would serve as the night clerk, and so, ought to be asleep at this hour. Istvan only required three hours of sleep a night, which meant that he held two court sessions a day, one at ten o’clock in the morning, and one at ten o’clock at night. 
 
    “Clever design.” Dorotta inspected our lodgings. “Reconfigurable walls.” She focused on the centaur. “I trust we have sole access to the roost courtyard?” 
 
    “Yes, Guard Dorotta.” 
 
    “We’ll settle in, then.” Her dismissal was as coolly arrogant as his ignoring of Mirella. 
 
    The centaur concierge snorted and retreated. The doors to the street closed behind him. 
 
    Dorotta tapped a claw against the back wall. “Actually, I’ll close these as well until we know what we’re dealing with.” The doors to the river swung shut. “Now, do you want to see your room?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    She showed her sharp teeth in a pleased smile. “Then let’s explore the town.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The Faerene town of Atlanta was further developed than Justice, which had only been brought into existence by Istvan two weeks ago. There were a range of stores and businesses, apartment blocks and houses. There were also odd gaps in the town’s activity. 
 
    “It’s clear to see where people left here for Justice,” Dorotta observed. As large as she was, there were some places she simply couldn’t fit, but she wasn’t shy about snaking her head inside store doors to look around. 
 
    “Yes.” I stared at the empty tailor’s shop with a familiar sign, Pavel’s. 
 
    Pavel was the tailor who’d made the clothes I wore. He’d created my entire wardrobe, in fact. He was a sea nymph, but incredibly different to the sea nymphs of Tenger. They were hippies, while Pavel was a high society snob: an intelligent, business-savvy and amusing elitist. He’d chosen to leave Atlanta to pin his fortune to the magisterial town Istvan had founded. 
 
    “The people that remain don’t look happy,” I said quietly. 
 
    In Justice, people were busy and purposeful. Their contentment was palpable. There were greetings and an emphasis on courtesy. Everyone seemed determined to establish the town on a metaphorical foundation of goodwill. If there’d been similar goodwill in Atlanta, it had evaporated—or been swallowed by resentment for the magistrate hall they’d lost. 
 
    “This is different to Civitas,” I said to Dorotta as we took our cups of coffee to a riverside park and sat comfortably. Her cup of strong coffee was the size of a bucket. 
 
    “Much smaller.” She sipped her drink. “The coffee’s better.” 
 
    Given that Civitas, the Faerene’s chief city, was on Crete and tended to serve Greek-style coffee with grounds in it, that wasn’t a huge compliment.  
 
    I swallowed some of the better-than-awful coffee. “The people here aren’t curious about me. In Civitas they followed me, shouting questions.” 
 
    “They’re curious about you here, too.” Dorotta regarded the town meditatively. “They are cautious, though. I’m intrigued about why.” 
 
    I grinned. “They’re scared of you?” 
 
    She laughed. “No. And they’re not scared of Istvan. Not in the sense of a physical threat, anyway.” She fell into a musing silence. 
 
    I listened to the town, to the rumble of cart wheels and clatter of hooves, the occasional shout or loud conversation, and the sound of a hammer striking metal. There was a forge nearby, positioned to take advantage of the cool river water and to gain passing trade. A bridge across the river was just down from the park. 
 
    “How do they keep humans out?” I asked. 
 
    Dorotta blinked her ridiculously long, golden eyelashes. “They employ a combination of a glamour and a ward. Humans won’t even notice the town is here.” 
 
    Just out there, within walking distance, were other humans. Strangers. Unlike Miami, Atlanta wasn’t flooded. It wasn’t a physical ruin. But was it functioning? How were people surviving? 
 
    Dorotta had a different question. “Do you know why Istvan chose to establish the magistrate hall in a new town on the Mississippi River rather than here in Atlanta, as Yelena planned?” 
 
    I considered the copper dragon dozing in front of me.  
 
    Except that she wasn’t dozing. She gave the appearance of lounging around, sunning herself, but her eyes were alert beneath her lowered lashes. 
 
    Usually I was the person asking the Faerene questions. If that ever reversed and the Faerene questioned me, the questions tended to be of the teaching kind; designed to elicit comprehension. 
 
    Dorotta’s question didn’t sound like that. 
 
    I could trust her with magisterial business. She was a magisterial guard and a member of the Hope Fang Pack, Rory’s pack. But if Istvan had wanted her to know his thinking, he’d have told her himself.  
 
    I was Istvan’s familiar. Although Faerene had legends of familiars from their home world, Elysium, none had existed there for millennia. Istvan and I, like Viola and Chen, were defining how a working, positive familiar relationship operated. Istvan trusted me with secrets, explaining himself to me when he mightn’t have to others. I appreciated that it wasn’t easy for a solitary, independent griffin such as Istvan to do so. At minimum, I would respect his confidences. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Istvan.” 
 
    Dorotta opened her eyes, before winking her left one. “Good answer, kid.” 
 
    I frowned. “Was it a test?” It hadn’t felt like a test, which meant I was reading dragon body language and tone incorrectly. 
 
    “No. It’s not my place to test you.” 
 
    My frown deepened. “So you actually want the information.” 
 
    Istvan had told me the reason he’d chosen to site his hall away from Atlanta.  
 
    Before the apocalypse, Atlanta had been a transport hub for the United States. Air, rail, road, all the traffic headed in, spun around, and headed out from Atlanta. But traffic hadn’t been the only thing converging on Atlanta. The city was sited on a nexus. 
 
    It was fascinating and disturbing how many of humanity’s vaguely understood New Age-ish ideas had tiptoed up to the idea of magic, and then, missed it completely. But magic did run through Atlanta. A number of leylines centered on the site, creating a nexus of power. 
 
    As a magistrate, Yelena was an accomplished magician. However, her personal magic load, the amount of power she commanded, was significantly less than Istvan’s magic load. This wasn’t a case of griffins being inherently more magical than elves, but an individual difference. Yelena’s abilities as a magician meant she was every bit as effective as Istvan—by his own assessment—but if raw power was needed, she required a boost. 
 
    Yelena had selected Atlanta as the site of the Magisterial Hall for the North American Territory so that she could tap that power. 
 
    Istvan had selected a non-nexus site on the Mississippi River so that he wouldn’t tap the power of a nexus. Istvan was all about keeping magic balanced. No overuse. No directing it in a single direction (as humanity had with non-magical resources and our insistence on linear progress). To quote Istvan, magic had to go forward, back and sideways. But I didn’t know what he meant by that. 
 
    Plus, he already had an outside source of additional magic: his familiar. Me. 
 
    “I don’t understand everything Istvan tells me,” I said slowly, taking my time to think through Dorotta’s request and to do so in the context of her general behavior. 
 
    I hadn’t questioned her side jaunt to present the Huh with hickory charcoal. Maybe I should have. 
 
    “Dorotta, are you a spy?” 
 
    Her massive lower jaw dropped, exposing a mouth full of sharp teeth and a crimson tongue. 
 
    I shrugged, raising my free hand palm up to express my innocence. “Sorry if that’s a rude question.” 
 
    Her sides suddenly heaved in and out, setting her wings to fluttering. She snapped her mouth shut and smoke puffed out of her nostrils.  
 
    I finished my coffee in two quick gulps while she got herself under control. Only when she spoke did I realize she’d been suppressing laughter. 
 
    “Oh my, fledgling. Melinda warned me you were astute. I should have known from Rory’s interest. There’s a male who appreciates intelligence. But…here I am, wing-slapped by my own hubris. To answer your question, I am both a spy, and yet, not.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Glad we cleared that up.” 
 
    “The early stages of a Migration blur lines that will solidify in time. My primary loyalty is to Rory as leader of Hope Fang Pack. I work for him and for Istvan. However, I also serve as eyes and ears for the Fae Council. I report to their spymaster. You’ve met Piros.” 
 
    This time it was my jaw that dropped. “Piros is a spy?” Piros was Istvan’s friend and a red dragon even larger than Dorotta. 
 
    “No. Spy-master. He’s the Chief of Intelligence.” 
 
    I hummed my bemusement. The first time I’d seen Piros was on television in his role as the Red Drake. He’d been the spokesperson for the Faerene to humanity, warning us of the apocalypse to come before the Faerene took away our modern world: electricity, plastic, guns, cars, global communications, everything. Or, somedays, it had felt like everything, and for the rest of humanity, who lacked my special relationship with the Faerene, it still must. Just out there, beyond the border of the Faerene town, human Atlanta struggled for existence. 
 
    Survivor guilt. Because my life was good, I felt bad about it. Wallowing in that feeling really would be a cause for shame. What I needed to do was what I’d decided on when I insisted on joining Istvan’s circuit court: help bridge the divide between the Faerene and human survivors. 
 
    Dorotta stretched and refolded her wings. “Piros is the hunter of trouble. He’s scanning for dangers that might derail a stable global society now or in the longer term.” 
 
    And one of those dangers, in Faerene eyes, might be uppity humans striving to return to what we’d once had.  
 
    Tucked under Istvan’s metaphorical wing, I lived in a bubble of respect. The way Mayor Konstantin and the other citizens of Atlanta resisted acknowledging me suggested that my congenial reception in Justice might not be typical of my experience elsewhere—Tenger and the happy sea nymphs, excepted. 
 
    My hand curled around the folding knife in my pocket. “You’re not just guarding me, you’re observing people’s reaction to me. I’m a focal point for Faerene attitudes toward humans.” 
 
    “Yes.” Dorotta was unapologetic. 
 
    Istvan had to know her dual role. So did Rory. Neither had told me. 
 
    Did it matter? 
 
    Knowing how people felt about me, Istvan’s human familiar, was better than being surprised by a hostile attack, or less dramatically, being exploited by a clever scheme. As I learned the complexities of Faerene society a guard who understood those sort of attacks as well as physical and/or magical ones was a bonus.  
 
    “All right.” I released my grip on the knife. “Let’s continue exploring the town.” And this time, I’d pay more attention to how people reacted to me. Passive study, only. Without any idea of the political situation in Atlanta, now wasn’t the time to provoke a reaction.  
 
    “I need a scale scrub,” Dorotta said. “Shall we start at the beauty salon?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I sat down to dinner with Radka. After I’d promised faithfully to stay inside our warded courtyard at the Territorial Hotel, Dorotta had gone off on private business. Istvan was at a formal dinner. Unlike in Justice or at Tenger, I wasn’t invited.  
 
    “Be glad,” Nils had muttered. As Istvan’s guard, his attendance at the dinner was mandatory. 
 
    Wort had woken, eaten a quick breakfast, and dashed off to the town hall, the temporary court house, to ensure everything was ready for the night session at ten o’clock. 
 
    Radka and I ate three-bean stew in silence. After the spicy main dish, dessert was a custard dusted with nutmeg. As I refilled our tea cups, Radka’s expression jolted me out of my preoccupation. I’d only known the nymph a short time, but she’d always been professional and vital; one of those people who was never daunted or tired or uncertain. However, seated across the table from me at the river end of the courtyard, the light from the oil lamp showed lines of strain and exhaustion in her tree bark patterned face. 
 
    “Radka, I mightn’t be qualified for legal work or magic, but I can sort papers or similar tasks if you need a hand?” 
 
    She glanced up from her custard. She’d been swirling her spoon through the nutmeg rather than eating it. “Pardon?” She seemed to replay my words in her head. “It’s fine, Amy. I left everything organized for Wort, and Fiori arrived and is overseeing security there. Nils and he spoke briefly.” 
 
    Fiori was the newest magisterial guard, and one I hadn’t met. All I knew of him was that he was a centaur and not part of Hope Fang Pack. He’d been assigned to night duty, guarding Istvan and the proceedings of the night court. 
 
    Radka pushed aside her bowl of custard. “If you’ll be all right alone, I have a few personal matters to attend to.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She nodded. Radka wasn’t one to fuss. “I’ll have the hotel staff clear away before I depart.” In other words, she intended to leave me secure. Her distrust of the Faerene of Atlanta with regard to me was disturbing because she’d relocated from Atlanta to Justice to join Istvan’s magistrate hall. She understood the political machinations of the people here. 
 
    If she’d been in a better mood, I’d have questioned her. 
 
    I edged my chair back from the table to watch the stars. Once, humanity had dreamed of space travel to Mars and beyond. Would we do so again, one day? 
 
    After the meal had been cleared, Radka re-emerged from her room. She was dressed casually for once in dark green trousers similar in style to jeans and with a warm wool sweater in a lighter shade of green. Her brown hair was loose around her shoulders. “Nils will be back soon,” she said to me. 
 
    “Or he’ll go wandering in the woods.” I’d learned that Nils’s interest in the natural world, and specifically, in examining Earth’s plants firsthand, was genuine, and not a pose of absent-minded professorship to hide behind. “I’m okay alone.” I refrained from adding that being alone would be a treat. 
 
    However, maybe something of my feelings of having Dorotta guard my every step outside, came through. 
 
    Radka smiled. “Good night.” 
 
    I watched the door to the street close behind her. I couldn’t sense the magic that warded the courtyard, but I assumed it had snapped into its highest security setting. I let out a long breath of released tension and slumped in my chair.  
 
    It wasn’t very comfortable. 
 
    In fact, it was almost as uncomfortable as Radka’s expression had been. Wherever she was going and whoever she was meeting, she didn’t anticipate an enjoyable time. Complications everywhere. 
 
    I retreated to my room and bed to consider the complications in my life. It had been a difficult day. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    At breakfast, I crunched toast while Radka and Istvan discussed the morning’s court session. Hearing of a baker’s complaint of magic invading his wares, my hand halted halfway to my mouth. I gave my toast a dubious look. 
 
    “There’s no magic in your toast.” Nils took a bite from a slice lavishly spread with honey. 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea how magic could invade bread.” 
 
    That distracted Istvan from preparations for morning court. “The baker’s complaint is poorly expressed, which is what Radka and I are discussing. People need to use precise terminology if our comprehension of magic is not to be eroded or distorted by our exile from Elysium.” 
 
    It was the first time I’d heard Istvan call the Faerene Migration to Earth exile. 
 
    “I will not allow lazy thinking in my court.” This was to Radka, who nodded agreement. 
 
    Her hair was once more tied back severely and her gray suit sharply tailored.  
 
    I changed the subject, addressing no one in particular. “I’d like to go into Atlanta, today. The human city.” 
 
    Istvan, Nils and Radka stared at me. 
 
    “For what purpose?” Istvan asked. 
 
    “Books.” 
 
    His head jerked a fraction. “Books?” 
 
    “I have Faerene books back in Justice, but I’d like some human ones as well. A few novels and some reference books.” At the moment, my sole English language book was a Girls Manual from the early 1900s. It had practical advice on things like darning and hairstyles for long hair, as well as more fanciful information such as the language of flowers. “I have some money with me.” If people still traded in dollars and not in barter or gold. 
 
    “You won’t need to buy your books,” Radka said. “Immediate consumables are being traded. Food, clothing, weapons. But books…” She shrugged neatly. “Books are something you can scavenge.” 
 
    “Oh.” Back home in Apfall Hill, my family and townsfolk had survived the apocalypse and its summer epidemics by utilizing a number of strategies, including salvaging useful items from houses where everyone had died. Scavenging a strange city ought to be easier than that, emotionally. 
 
    Dorotta pursed her lips. It was an odd expression on a dragon. An empty trough of coffee sat at her feet. She finally seemed awake. “Nils, you and I would need to swap duties for this to happen. A glamour can hide your elfishness from humans, but I’m a bit harder to disguise.” A smug puff of smoke expressed her pride in her size and ferocious appearance. 
 
    “That would be acceptable,” Istvan said.  
 
    I finished my toast. “I’ll need an old map of Atlanta to find a bookstore.” 
 
    Radka rose. “I have one.” She ducked into her room. 
 
    “A library might be easier to find,” Nils said. 
 
    I was scandalized. “I can’t steal from a library!” 
 
    Istvan chuckled.  
 
    Nils leaned back in his chair. “Salvage is salvage, but have it your way.” 
 
    I frowned at him. Maybe taking books from a library would be better than trying to find a bookstore that stocked everything I wanted. After all, leaving the books in place might end up meaning they rotted there or were burned for fuel or used as toilet paper. Ew. 
 
    “Thank for the map,” I said to Radka, who’d returned. “I’ll give it back to you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Keep it. I don’t need it anymore.” She transferred her attention to Istvan deliberately. “I will go ahead to organize things at the town hall.” 
 
    An awkward silence gripped the courtyard as she departed with a canvas satchel over her shoulder. 
 
    Which reminded me to empty my two satchels so that I could use them to transport the books I found. 
 
    “Radka’s ex-partner isn’t making things easy for her,” Dorotta said. Then she snorted. “Males.” 
 
    Istvan rose from his crouch. “Never mind abusing half the population for a few idiots’ mistakes. I need to brief you on the second court session and the two goblin families attending.” 
 
    “Do you mind me stealing Nils?” I asked Istvan. 
 
    “Your idea of acquiring books is a good one. I would like some texts on ancient human history and mythology, please.” 
 
    Dorotta raised her scaly eyebrows, surprised—and intrigued. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Myths, legends and ancient history.” Presumably all of that information was available to him via his slate. The Faerene had studied Earth for millennia and spent decades preparing for their Migration. Istvan asking for human books meant he wanted his interest in ancient history to be off the record. Dorotta had reason to be intrigued. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse us?” Istvan had lovely manners and no intention of explaining his request. “Dorotta?” 
 
    The dragon added her good-bye to Istvan’s. That left Nils and I facing each other over the remnants of breakfast. 
 
    “What sort of books do you want?” 
 
    I’d made a list last night. “Psychology books, to understand humans.” How much of the knowledge we currently took for granted would be lost under the pressure of survival? How much of that knowledge had the Faerene saved, and would they share it with us if humanity destroyed its libraries? I wanted to be prepared and independent, as much as possible. It was a matter of building my own library, selectively and with purpose. “Maybe a couple of anthropological texts. Or sociology? You know, how people organize themselves, how communities function. Also practical books. Guides to foraging edible plants, garden advice, animal husbandry, and books from the Renaissance.” 
 
    The Faerene had drawn a line in the sand. To keep the Rift from tearing open again, they would police humanity so that we remained at Renaissance-level technology. I wanted to work out what that meant, how societies had functioned with that level of technology, the dangers of it, and the possibility of resurrecting forgotten ways of enjoying a more primitive lifestyle. 
 
    Books filled with practical advice would be scavenged and treasured if people had any sense. Back in Apfall Hill we’d all stashed away knitting and sewing patterns, as well as manuals on farming and trades such as baking, blacksmithing, carpentry and plumbing. There was no longer an internet to refer to. Knowledge was evolving as a currency. The caravans of people who couldn’t bring themselves to settle anywhere traded in news as well as goods. Refugees traded in news and skills. 
 
    To be honest, I wasn’t as worried about losing skills. The Faerene could re-teach us those even generations down the track. But if humanity lost a sense of who we were, then we’d really lose ourselves and our ability to shape our destiny.  
 
    “History books,” I said to Nils. 
 
    In his navy-blue uniform with his aquamarine hair tied back, he appeared uncharacteristically severe, a match for Radka. Normally, he lounged around appearing sardonically amused by the rest of us. “Which library do you want to go to?” 
 
    Libraries were marked on the map. Bookstores weren’t. Two public libraries were roughly the same distance from us. 
 
    I frowned at the map. “Nils, can we hire horses?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I sighed with relief. Public libraries were limited. That was no blame to the librarians who’d worked there. They’d been hard-working and dedicated, but budgets had been dire. “I’d like to try the university library.” I tapped a dot on the map. 
 
    He nodded. “We’d best get moving.” 
 
    “Five minutes,” I promised. The apocalypse had given me a huge appreciation of functioning bathrooms. The hotel had them. Human Atlanta beyond the Faerene town likely didn’t—or at least, not ones accessible to strangers. 
 
    On the way back to join Nils I grabbed my two satchels and shrugged on my enchanted leather coat. The day wasn’t cold, but it was potentially dangerous. 
 
    At the livery stables, a boy saw us and dashed into the barn.  
 
    I wasn’t scary, but Nils could be. 
 
    A few seconds later, an elf appeared. He was shorter than Nils, his clothes hard-wearing, but clean. His hair was cut short and covered by a straw-colored cap. 
 
    Nils requested a day’s hire of two horses.  
 
    “Can she ride?” A jerk of the elf’s head was his only acknowledgement that I existed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I don’t know why the stable manager bothered to ask the question. The brown pony a boy brought out on his orders had a shuffling gait and seemed to fall asleep the instant the boy halted. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said drily. 
 
    Nils’s mouth flicked upward in a brief smile. His horse was a sensible gray gelding, which watched proceedings with pricked ears and responded to Nils’s nose rub with a friendly snort. 
 
    I swung into the saddle and found that the boy had judged the stirrup length accurately. My nod of thanks to the kid was genuine. 
 
    He avoided my gaze, staring down at his boots and sideways at his boss. 
 
    The stable manager scowled. 
 
    I was not winning friends in Atlanta. 
 
    Nils buckled bags to his saddle before mounting. He clicked his tongue and the gray eagerly exited the yard. 
 
    My pony ambled after them. I suspected it would have done so with or without my command to walk on. The stable manager had assigned me an animal of limited imagination. It would simply follow its stable mate. 
 
    The town’s day was well underway and people watched us ride out. I didn’t sense any magic as we crossed the town border, but then again, I was distracted. By Nils. 
 
    He’d put on a glamour to disguise himself as a human, and it worked. 
 
    His aquamarine hair had turned white, his face was a weather-roughened tan, and he appeared to be in his late forties. His navy-blue guard uniform had morphed into a brown leather bomber jacket over a blue flannel shirt, jeans and scuffed boots. He looked tough: not a man to pick a fight, but one who’d win if a fight was forced on him. 
 
    I considered my all-black, subtly new attire. Where Nils appeared to fit the apocalypse, I was too prosperous. 
 
    “Turn up your collar,” he said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Turn up the collar of your coat. There’s a camouflage spell embedded in the coat. It’s activated when you turn up the collar.” 
 
    I turned up the collar—and didn’t notice any difference. 
 
    A soft laugh escaped him. “Such big eyes. You won’t notice the difference. It’s designed to encourage people’s senses to lose interest in you. Some people call it the waiter’s spell.” 
 
    I worked it out. “Because people don’t notice the waiter who serves them. They know the waiter is there, but not as an individual.” 
 
    “Which makes it a useful spell. You’re not invisible, but you’ll be unnoticeable. If you want to pass through an area unquestioned, this will do it. The spell nudges people’s focus past you. However, it doesn’t work on a strong magician. So be wary of using it among Faerene.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “There’s also a drawback to using it if your allies aren’t magicians. They’ll tend to forget about you.” 
 
    “Oh.” I could see how that could be a problem. 
 
    “Look back,” Nils ordered. 
 
    I did. The town sat there, tidy and prosperous, composed of brick and timber buildings. I concentrated on the street and the overgrown, abandoned houses edging it. I couldn’t see anyone following us. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “Do you see the town?” 
 
    My left hand tightened on the reins as I guessed why Nils had asked. “Yes. There’s something similar to a camouflage spell on it, isn’t there? Dorotta said a ward and glamour. That’s how they hide it from humans. But I can see it.” 
 
    “One of your coat’s primary purposes is to deflect spells. That you can see the town means the coat is working.” 
 
    “I won’t take it off,” I promised. I filed away the information that Nils’s glamour, which had me fooled, was stronger than the town’s protections. 
 
    As an assassin, he’d probably honed his glamoring skills. 
 
    He shrugged. “We both needed to know that you can find safety if we get separated.” 
 
    I laughed. “Like you’d let that happen.”  
 
    Nils grinned. He was following bodyguard protocols in preparing for the eventuality that I ended up alone in the city, but he was as confident as me that there wasn’t a force in Atlanta that could separate him from me. 
 
    Back in Apfall Hill, Digger, my adopted dad and a former soldier, had trained me better than to put responsibility for my security on others’ shoulders. Travelling through Atlanta was sufficiently similar to patrolling the borders of Apfall Hill that I knew to stay alert. 
 
    But I let Nils choose our route to the university. 
 
    We rode down suburban streets. The houses nearest to the Faerene town were empty. For block after block there was only the eeriness of abandonment. Gardens were overgrown. Storms had torn limbs from trees and they lay where they’d fallen. So did garden furniture, cars, bikes, and other items left behind. 
 
    The further we got from the Faerene township, the worse the state of the houses became. Signs of vandalism appeared: doors gaping open, broken windows, burned out cars, and all kinds of trash. 
 
    I rode in the very middle of the street to minimize temptation. Not mine, but my glorious steed’s. The pony might be slow and sleepy, but it was also stubborn and greedy, and if I rode anywhere near grass it could snack on, it would try to stop and graze. I had little sympathy. Given its chubbiness, the pony was far from starved. 
 
    Nils rode to the side, keeping his horse to the pony’s short-legged pace. “The deterrence spells that help hide the Faerene town gradually lessen with distance. Soon we’ll start to encounter the troublemakers pushed to the fringes.” 
 
    We saw the rangy street dogs first. Perhaps they’d been pampered pets once. Now they were skinny and half-feral. They veered away from our approach, slinking into the grass or standing statue-still on porches to watch us go by. 
 
    The smoke of cooking fires indicated the presence of humans.  
 
    The food left behind in the empty houses would be running out; the life of scavenging becoming less easy.  
 
    “There were riots in Atlanta.” I saw an old man folded into a rocking chair placed to catch the sun that shone in through a window. “I heard about them on the radio before…” Before the Faerene had cut humanity’s ability to communicate across distances. The travelers who had passed through Apfall Hill since then hadn’t brought news of the southern city. Atlanta was too far from Pennsylvania. “The violence wouldn’t have faded out. Even with epidemics and other troubles. Wanting to control resources leads to violence.” 
 
    “So does fear,” Nils said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Humans lashed out when they got scared. Or we retreated, hunkered down. Either way, we tended to become tribal. There became an us and a them. As strangers riding through Atlanta, Nils and I were definitely “them”. 
 
    We rode in silence after that. 
 
    Guilt was a passenger the pony didn’t feel. It rode on my shoulders, a phantom that could be banished but would return. Why? Why wasn't this struggle for survival my fate? Why did I have magic?  
 
    What made me unique? 
 
    Of the roughly fifty human familiars, only Chen and I lived with our Faerene magician partners. The other human mages had vowed away their magic and been released back to their normal lives. Or the new-normal of a post-apocalyptic Earth. They probably struggled to survive. But I had been given everything, including security that was emotional as well as physical. 
 
    The phantom on my shoulders was survivor’s guilt. Labelling it that way helped me to resist it. It was a symptom of trauma. I hadn’t escaped the apocalypse unscathed even if my scars were internal, and not exposed as Atlanta’s were. People whom I’d tried to save had died. To save my town, I’d killed.  
 
    Dig your way out. I refused to live in a world of grief and guilt.  
 
    The best gratitude for life’s blessings, whether earned or unearned, was to live well. 
 
    I loosened my grip on the reins wrapped around my left hand. A horse less stolid than the pony would have freaked at carrying a rider as tense as I’d been. I patted its neck and it flicked an ear back at me, then lunged for the grass at the side of the street. 
 
    “Darn horse.” I smiled. 
 
    The improvement in our surroundings helped my mood. 
 
    The houses lining the streets grew tidier, their yards dug over for gardens. The people who watched us pass by did so without hiding. There were pedestrians, a couple of people on bikes, and a lone horseman. At the back of the houses, fences had been knocked down and ramshackle buildings put in place: communal outhouses. Counting homes, each outhouse served a dozen families.  
 
    I hoped they’d dug those holes deep. 
 
    The area didn’t smell too bad: unlike the rottenness of the wasteland we’d previously ridden through. Here, there were signs of civic organization. At minimum, the washing drying on clotheslines revealed they had access to water. People weren’t conserving meagre supplies for drinking and cooking. 
 
    As with the private yards, parks and sportsgrounds had been given over to gardening. Someone had prioritized the city’s need for food self-sufficiency.  
 
    Chickens pecked through the gardens, along with ducks and even a few turkeys. The poultry were an efficient method of pest control, as well as supplying eggs, meat and feathers. The presence of goats surprised me, but wherever the people had obtained them from, they were a practical choice for livestock in the city. Goats could survive on weeds. 
 
    I’d seen Atlanta from the air and I knew that the population center had shifted northward, closer to the mountains and river, and to focus on agriculture. 
 
    We reached the university campus. 
 
    I don’t know what it said about me, that it was the university, rather than the shattered city, that broke my composure. 
 
    Nils noticed my ragged breathing. “Amy?” 
 
    “This.” I gestured at the empty buildings. “I should be at college. This shouldn’t be like this. We should be drinking coffee and worrying about essays and exams…and all my college friends are probably dead.” 
 
    He was wise enough not to offer sympathy. “Which building is the library?”  
 
    I shook my head, trembling. I had to get myself under control. Meltdowns were only to be indulged in when you were safe. Atlanta wasn’t safe, even with an assassin by my side. 
 
    My pony ambled after the gelding, while I practiced deep breathing. Perhaps the stable master had been right to assign me a horse that considered me a passenger, not the boss. I got myself under control, while Nils found us a bookstore.  
 
    It appeared untouched. The windows were dirty and the inside dim. 
 
    Whether he used magic or just picked the lock, Nils got the door open. Stale air greeted us. The store hadn’t sold food. It hadn’t provided coffee or cakes for people browsing the books, and that was good for us. There’d been nothing to attract vermin. I’d bet that in the dorms and cafeteria, the rooms would stink of rodents. 
 
    “Grab what you want. Stack them here.” Nils pointed to the counter. We wouldn’t be paying for the books, but the sales counter was convenient to the door. He lounged there, watching the street. 
 
    I began collecting books. The task steadied me. This was something I could do; something that, small as it was, contributed to building the future. The demon of survivor’s guilt shrank when I felt useful. 
 
    After a few minutes Nils asked whether they had what I wanted or if we needed to find the university library. 
 
    “I’ve got history, psychology, agriculture, the ancient history and myths Istvan wanted, sociology and basic medical care covered. But we really need a public library for the how-to guides on gardening, home repairs and trades, and crafts. A library in the suburbs,” I clarified. 
 
    “We’ll detour to one on the way back. Put these in my saddlebags. Save your satchels for what we pick up at the library.” 
 
    As his saddlebags bulged, I had confirmation of my decision not to include classic fiction and poetry. I wanted them, but they could be picked up later, somewhere else. Essentials first. 
 
    “Company,” Nils said. “Mount up.” 
 
    I hesitated. Despite Digger’s training, I wasn’t a soldier. I tried to simultaneously finish buckling the second saddlebag and spot the company Nils reported. 
 
    “Now!” Although low, his voice resonated with command. 
 
    I untied the pony’s reins and swung into the saddle. If we had to make a fast getaway…well, we wouldn’t. The darn animal would likely refuse to canter. 
 
    Nils buckled the saddlebag, while watching the newcomers. 
 
    Three men stood in the shadow of a building diagonally across the street. The hats they wore helped to hide their faces, but their body language was consciously intimidating.  
 
    “Don’t recognize you from around here.” The man who spoke had a southern drawl, but it seemed more Texan than local. “Or your horses.” 
 
    The pause in his speech was significant. Nils and I didn’t matter, but our horses did. I mightn’t like the pony, but it was a healthy animal, obviously well-kept, and a means of transport. 
 
    I felt the upturned collar of my coat brush against my neck. The spell meant I was unnoticeable to the men. They knew someone was on the pony, but not who. To them, I didn’t matter. That gave me a chance to study the street. 
 
    Three men against two strangers with horses. Would those really be odds they’d accept to attack us? 
 
    I looked around, mostly up. If I was going to try and steal horses, and if I didn’t mind killing, I’d have an archer placed somewhere. 
 
    With guns gone from the world, archers were the new snipers. 
 
    I trusted that arrows wouldn’t pierce the protections Nils had around us. I also had my coat. Nonetheless, I’d be happier if we could talk our way out of the situation. However, Nils was in charge of the security aspect of our book collecting expedition, so I stayed silent. Our response was his call. 
 
    “We wanted some books,” he said simply.  
 
    “And we want your horses.” The spokesperson for the thieves was Nils’s equal in plain-speaking. “Got me an archer up there.” The jerk of his head didn’t clarify which window or rooftop the fourth enemy occupied. “You, step away from your horse. Your friend can get down from the short one.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The trio had closed in enough that I could see the anticipatory smirk on the man in the middle. He wanted bloodshed and death. 
 
    Nils swung into the saddle. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Two of the enemy stared over their shoulders and up. 
 
    I followed their gazes, but couldn’t find the archer. 
 
    “Bow strings snap, but my knife is sure death.” Nils now held a blade in his right hand. He gave his horse the signal to walk on. 
 
    The man in the middle took a step forward, but the spokesman for the group grabbed his arm. He was right to be wary. The timing of the snapped bow string was a warning. Their edge in the fight had been eliminated. They outnumbered us, but we were mounted. 
 
    I got my pony moving. Its trot was appalling, but its canter turned out to be almost comfortable.  
 
    “Opportunistic thugs,” Nils said as we slowed to a walk. They’d let us go. 
 
    Seeing him drink from his canteen made me aware of my dry mouth. I drank, then bit into one of the two apples I’d stuffed into a coat pocket. 
 
    The sweet, crisp fruit crunched. The pony’s ears swiveled.  
 
    “Be good and the second one’s yours,” I mumbled through a mouthful of apple. 
 
    Horses do not understand English, but I swear the pony’s pace quickened. 
 
    There’d been a Wild West feel to the encounter at the bookstore. Horse thieves! It was strange to live out a cliché. We’d survived a showdown with bandits. Not that I’d really doubted we would. Nils, an elf magician and assassin, versus four human bullies. And yet, my adrenaline had spiked. 
 
    The rush eased away as the streets decayed from organized enclaves to scrabble-for-existence status. Nils had taken a different route back, and we were among the looted and abandoned houses faster than I’d anticipated. We passed an empty school and a church that had been burned out. Graffiti was painted on the walls of public buildings. With the apocalypse underway, people here had taken the time to write their opinion of a society that had been fast vanishing. 
 
    I read the slogans and messages, and wondered if Nils understood the slang. The hatred of authority that underpinned them made me curious about the streets we’d seen that were quietly settled with survivors and which radiated a sense of, if not prosperity, than sufficiency.  
 
    Somewhere, somehow, authority existed in Atlanta. Instead of anarchy, there was a precarious order. 
 
    One positive about riding a pony, it was a short drop to the ground. I dismounted at the library and tied the reins to a veranda post, stretching my muscles as I watched Nils ascertain that we were alone. 
 
    He gestured me inside. 
 
    I left the pony pulling at a clump of milk thistles. 
 
    Unlike the bookstore at the university campus, the public library had an open door and broken windows. Books had been piled on the floor and scorch marks showed that someone had tried and failed to set them alight. Two rows of shelves had been pushed over. But beyond that mess, it was as if the vandals had grown bored and departed for a more entertaining venue. 
 
    “Big surprise,” I muttered. “Vandals don’t read.” 
 
    I grabbed a book at random, opened it and sniffed. It was clean. Defying the broken windows and the vandalism, the books hadn’t picked up scents of decay or smoke. I studied the shelves and worked out the layout of the library. 
 
    I’d spent a bit of time last night reminding myself of the Dewey Decimal System and where the books I wanted would most likely be. It wasn’t as if the public library was huge, nevertheless, I intended to be efficient. 
 
    I had my two satchels with me and filled them quickly. The limited selection helped with the decision making. I hit gold with a field guide to foraging and a book of comparative religion that included rituals and prayers of the world’s major faiths. People who half-remembered a religion they’d grown up with might appreciate the familiarity. That was a book about looking to the future. 
 
    A poetry anthology, a Shakespeare collection, and a copy of Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift were my non-reference book finds. Then I hesitated. The satchels were full, or as full as I was willing to load the pony. Still…I stuffed a copy of The Wind in the Willows into a coat pocket. I loved that book. 
 
    Then I hefted the satchels and joined Nils on the veranda. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Istvan called a thirty minute recess before the next case. He retreated to the office space behind the makeshift courtroom. It was only just large enough to be comfortable for himself and Dorotta. 
 
    Radka dived between the two of them to reach a desk pushed against a wall. “They need to expand the town hall. This is ridiculous.” 
 
    Up until a week and a half ago, she’d lived here in Atlanta. The exasperation in her voice reflected her knowledge of the pettiness responsible for their cramped office space. The townsfolk of Atlanta were annoyed that Istvan had established his magistrate hall elsewhere. 
 
    “It’ll get easier,” he said. “People’s feathers are ruffled. They’ll settle.” 
 
    “Or not.” Dorotta pulled some beef jerky out of her satchel. “Anyone want some?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Radka muttered her refusal, her head bent over papers spread out on the desk. 
 
    “Either way.” Dorotta put the satchel back down in a corner. “We’re only here for a week. Then they can live with their snit.” 
 
    Radka sighed. “Some of them feel personally slighted.” 
 
    Dorotta’s wing tips lifted in disbelief, setting papers fluttering. 
 
    Without commenting on the disturbance, Radka placed a leather-bound journal to serve as a paperweight. “They convinced themselves of how life was going to be and that they’d positioned themselves to be very important…” Her mouth compressed. “Wounded egos, confounded expectations.” 
 
    Dorotta swallowed a piece of jerky. “Your boyfriend lives here, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “My ex. Yes. I saw Hemlock last night.” 
 
    Which Dorotta probably knew.  
 
    Istvan watched the dragon curiously. He knew that his friend Piros valued her greatly, and feared her just as much.  
 
    Her seeming casualness was a pose that hid a razor-sharp mind and a talent for manipulation. 
 
    “If that female ever went to the dark side, she’d rule the universe,” Piros had said once. “Fortunately, she finds life too amusing to bestir herself to be more than an interested observer.” 
 
    Which wasn’t quite true. Dorotta had more than bestirred herself to join the Migration. 
 
    It would be interesting to see how a dragon—this dragon—integrated into Rory’s werewolf pack. 
 
    “Hemlock refuses to move to Justice, which is his choice,” Radka said tightly. “However, it is equally my choice to call him an egotistical toadstool when he tried to seduce me into resigning from my position as a magisterial clerk. I like my work and I value what we do. I also respect you, Magistrate Istvan.” 
 
    For her to use his formal title meant the nymph was upset. He bowed his head in grave appreciation of her loyalty. 
 
    Dorotta snorted a puff of smoke. It had a hot chili edge to it from the jerky. “You tell him, sister.” 
 
    Abruptly, Radka giggled. 
 
    Dorotta laughed. 
 
    Istvan decided he’d never understand females. 
 
    “Don’t think you’re off the hook, boss,” Dorotta said to him as their thirty minute recess ended, and they returned to the courtroom. “I want to hear about Nora.” 
 
    Radka’s head snapped around. Evidently, his clerk was curious, too. 
 
    “We’re not a coffee klatch,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Nope. We’re something better than that.” Dorotta was undaunted. “We’re family.” 
 
    Radka called the court to order. 
 
    As he scanned the Faerene gathered for the next case, the tip of Istvan’s tail tapped once. Family. A place to belong and people to belong to. He didn’t need it. Obviously. He’d left his clan behind on Elysium. But now that he was responsible for his familiar partner, family was necessary. Amy required it. 
 
    Rory was building a pack that would provide it. 
 
    As a magistrate, Istvan had to be neutral. He couldn’t belong to a pack. But family…a magistrate was allowed a family. True, the traditional practice was for a magistrate to have completed child raising prior to assuming the role. But he’d decided early on to remain a bachelor. Having responsibility for a fledgling like Amy had never been part of his life plan. 
 
    Then, again, no one had expected Earth to produce human familiars. 
 
    Like the old saying said, no plan survived contact with reality. Everyone had prepared diligently for the Migration and had worked hard at putting their projects in motion. But people had to be flexible. They had to adapt. 
 
    Istvan eyed Mayor Konstantin as the elf stood solemnly, waiting to be formally noticed by the court. 
 
    “We are gathered to decide justice regarding the flaring leyline traveling from the north east to the nexus at Atlanta,” Radka announced. 
 
    The facts of Case 5 were simple. A leyline was flaring. Istvan had received three separate notifications of it: from the Faerene monitoring magic from hidden bunkers; from the residents of Faerene Atlanta; and from the magisterial sensors he’d put in place himself. The balancing of magic in the North American Territory was his responsibility. The court was where people argued for their definition of balanced. Competing needs, as well as the magic itself, had to be considered. 
 
    “The court recognizes Mayor Konstantin.” Radka sat down. 
 
    “Atlanta is a center of enchantment. The site was chosen because it is a powerful nexus. Many were the discussions I had with Magistrate Yelena.” Konstantin let his voice trail off, suggesting a lament for better times. 
 
    Istvan huffed mentally. It was not for him as magistrate to adapt to the people of his territory. They had to operate within the framework of justice that he and his guard unit policed. Konstantin would not be able to manipulate Istvan into imitating Yelena. 
 
    His fellow magistrate was effective, but her ways were not Istvan’s. Where Yelena saw the pursuit of justice through a lens of commerce, Istvan’s instinct was for balance above all else, and his battle to seal the Rift had intensified that natural preference. Commerce required a surplus to be created and traded. Istvan believed in containing ripples, not enlarging them. 
 
    “Atlanta is poised to become a center of enchantment.” Having failed to provoke Istvan, Konstantin laid out his case. “The flaring magic is a boon. The excess magic can be siphoned into our enchantments and sold around the world. Having lost a significant proportion of its population along with its magistrate hall, Atlanta requires the boost the flaring leyline provides.” 
 
    A murmur of agreement ran through the crowd. 
 
    The practice of stacking an audience with supporters was an old method of manipulation. 
 
    Istvan summarized Kostantin’s position. “In essence, you want the flaring leyline to persist.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So that the people of Atlanta can benefit from it?” 
 
    The mayor’s second “yes” was warier. 
 
    “Benefits are balanced by risks.” Istvan rose from a crouch to his full height. “If you assume responsibility for the flaring leyline to benefit from its additional magic, then you must also bear responsibility for less welcome consequences, if they occur.” 
 
    “To what extent?” Konstantin asked. His hat hid his eyes, but his mouth frowned. With anyone else Istvan would have insisted they take their hat off in his courtroom. However, the gold braid on it was the mark of office for Konstantin’s position as mayor of Atlanta, and so, he had the right to wear it in a magistrate hall. 
 
    “In the event that I assign Atlanta responsibility for the flaring leyline, then if the observers, those in the bunkers, perceive effects from the flaring leyline, they will report them to you for action. Failure to contain those effects will have harsh penalties.” 
 
    A goblin shouted out. “So you’re saying you’re going to take the leyline from us as well as the hall? Hell. Take everything.” 
 
    Dux Cyril sat beside the goblin, glaring at Istvan.  
 
    Istvan considered the all-faiths temple chaplain. Was the goblin beside him a puppet for the priest’s views? And why was a Reunionist priest present for a case relating to a leyline? 
 
    “Does anyone speak for the opposing view?” Istvan asked the court. “Do any argue for eliminating the flare?” 
 
    “Only you,” the unnamed goblin shouted. 
 
    Dorotta yawned widely, showing off her teeth. 
 
    The goblin flinched, and his face paled to an unhealthy steel-blue shade. 
 
    If it took the subtle threat of a dragon to remind the court that there were consequences to disrespecting the magistrate and his court, then Istvan had over-estimated the Atlanta Faerene’s intelligence. They should fear him. 
 
    He preened a feather, then a second. For this ruling, in explaining his judgement on the case, his audience required him to go back to first principles. Self-interest could make people stupid.  
 
    He shook his wings, accepting the necessity to instruct the petulantly ignorant. “In preparing for the Migration we were taught of Earth’s uniqueness. It is the first world Faerene have entered where the magic was completely untouched, flowing without interference. We were warned that even with all the modeling undertaken in preparation, there could be unintended consequences to our arrival and use of magic.” 
 
    “We have met one of them,” Dux Cyril said. “Your human familiar.” 
 
    Istvan’s crest feathers rippled. It was an atavistic response triggered in griffins by either a threat or a challenge. Istvan studied the priest. Which was Dux Cyril? “And as you can see, the emergence of human mages such as Amy changed many plans.” 
 
    “Mage?” Cyril scoffed. 
 
    Istvan scraped a claw across the flagstones. The town hall was built of timber with enchantments carved into its posts and beams, windowsills and paneling. But the floor was stone. The energy of the nexus hummed in it. “To seal the Rift we drew on a lot of magic. There were immediate consequences, but the Reclamation Team mopped those up as part of their operations.” 
 
    Konstantin was less confrontational than the Reunionist priest. “Can the Reclamation Team do the same for a flaring leyline?” The mayor managed to make the question sound impulsive.  
 
    Clever elf. Devious and determined elf. Istvan very much doubted the question had just occurred to Konstantin. The mayor was committed to winning this case, but he’d want to minimize repercussions for the town and for himself. Was the extra magic of a flaring leyline really so crucial to Atlanta? The flare could die down by itself tomorrow.  
 
    At the side of the room, Radka watched everyone even as she took notes for the official record. During the recess, she’d stated that her loyalty was to Istvan as magistrate. If she thought he needed to know the politics of Atlanta, she’d tell him. 
 
    Konstantin’s question might have sounded ingenuous, but it wasn’t credible that he hadn’t known of the Reclamation Team’s expanded brief to redirect unloosed magic during the Rift’s defense and sealing. While Atlanta mightn’t host any of the Reclamation Team due to the principle of limited indigenous contact for the team’s members—which meant not residing within a day’s walk of a human settlement—updates on the Reclamation Team’s progress were available to all Faerene. 
 
    Istvan controlled his flicking tail tip and his impatience with Konstantin’s scarcely credible claim of ignorance. After all, the elf had become mayor of a town he’d expected to center around a magistrate hall. Konstantin couldn’t not know that the Reclamation Team’s remit did not cover cleaning up after a flaring leyline. However, for the record, and for the audience of dubiously intelligent Faerene, Istvan answered with neutral clarity. “Maintenance of magical flows in territories is the responsibility of the magistrate. I have the right, however, to appoint others to manage particular hotspots, which is what we’re discussing here—if the flare is not doused, do you, as the representative for Atlanta, understand what assuming responsibility for an uncontrolled leyline would mean? Post-sealing of the Rift, the only region where the Reclamation Team would intervene to rebalance a disruption in the Earth’s magic is the oceans, since they have no magistrate.” 
 
    “We would drain the leyline fully,” Konstantin said. “There would be no danger of a flare igniting magic at any point.” 
 
    Istvan surveyed the court. “To be clear, igniting magic is the technical term for magic going wild and grossly inflating existing magical phenomena, like foxfire, or triggering new magicks leading to distortions in the natural world, such as plagues. There are very real fears around magical ignitions on Earth as the world’s magical fields respond to Faerene use of them.” His gaze returned to Konstantin. “Why are you willing to risk this responsibility? It was not envisaged as a township’s role.” 
 
    Konstantin turned his head, light glinting off the gold braid of his hat. The mayor looked at Dux Cyril. 
 
    Istvan’s claws flexed. Magic and religion didn’t ordinarily mix. For the elf to be seeking advice—permission?—from the Reunionist priest was curious. Istvan didn’t like curiosities in his territory.  
 
    Dux Cyril stared at Istvan. The goblin’s mild expression seemed a mask. 
 
    But it was an effective mask. Istvan couldn’t discern the purpose of what was happening in his court. 
 
    Konstantin cleared his throat. “The more magic there is available to us, the greater the enchantments we can weave. We have preeminent enchanters in Atlanta.” 
 
    Can not will. Decades of experience as a magistrate attuned Istvan to language choices.  
 
    Konstantin wasn’t lying, but he was leaving the door open for the magic of the flaring leyline to be used for things other than enchantments. 
 
    Nonetheless, if the town was prepared to take on responsibility for the problem along with the extra magic it offered, then justice required him to grant them the opportunity. Independence and endeavor were qualities to be encouraged this early in a Migration. Nevertheless, he mistrusted the situation. 
 
    He added a note to Radka’s record, using magic to scribe it. “Have the magisterial guard unit monitor the flaring leyline and the Atlanta nexus for the next twelve months.” 
 
    Her lips pursed as she read the message. She nodded in swift approval. 
 
    He picked up her response in his peripheral vision. After the court session ended, they would talk about the situation in Atlanta. For now, he concentrated on Konstantin and the chaplain beside him. “Very well. Judgement in Case 5. The flaring leyline that feeds into the Atlanta nexus is the responsibility of the Faerene township of Atlanta for the next twelve months. It must be contained. The penalty for it overloading and igniting magic at any point along its length will be a fine of 2,000 gilt.” 
 
    The audience gasped. Evidently, money got their attention where the fundamental reality and danger of magic failed.  
 
    Istvan hid his irritated reaction. These tradespeople were the Faerene Konstantin promised would manage the magic of the nexus? Istvan decided to ask Rory to personally monitor the Atlanta nexus. The likelihood of trouble was significant. 
 
    Konstantin’s mouth thinned to a furious line. He’d gotten his way, won the right to continue to tap the flaring leyline, but with clear consequences. 
 
    Beside the mayor, Dux Cyril laced his fingers over his stomach and smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    For the first time, all of us who’d be on circuit court together for the next two months were actually together. I met Fiori, the centaur who guarded the night court session. For him and Wort, the goblin clerk, this was breakfast time. For everyone else, it was dinner. While we waited for our meals to arrive, people flicked through the books Nils and I had collected. I presumed translation spells allowed the Faerene to read them. 
 
    “An interesting selection.” Radka didn’t seem quite as tired or stressed, tonight, although she hadn’t changed out of her professional suit. She’d lingered later than Istvan and Dorotta at the temporary court in the town hall, and hadn’t had time to change. “Poetry. May I?” She glanced at me. 
 
    “Of course. Anyone can borrow anything.” 
 
    Wort smothered a yawn. “When you go book hunting again, I like puzzles. A book of number puzzles would be great.” 
 
    “I’m not much for reading.” Dorotta yawned even wider than Wort. “I wish they’d hurry up with dinner or I’ll go catch myself a meal on the hoof.” 
 
    I picked up the field guide for foraging and a second book which was one of those quirky, obscure books occasionally found in public libraries. This one in its green wrapper recounted the lore and legends of common American weeds.  
 
    “For you.” I presented the two books to Nils. He’d shed his glamour and looked normal; that is, not human—and if I thought that, I really was adjusting to living among the Faerene. 
 
    “Thanks.” He flipped the second book to study its blurb. “Weeds are important. They’re what travel with us when we’re not watching, what grow whether we’re ready for them or not.” 
 
    “Deep thoughts.” Fiori selected a book on the impact of Europeans’ arrival in the Americas. Among other things, the newcomers had brought horses. They were on the cover of the book and perhaps had caught the centaur’s attention. 
 
    Istvan surveyed the books of myths and ancient history. “These stories were taught at university?” he asked, bemused. 
 
    I recalled the titles of some of the books I’d left behind at the bookstore. These were the best of the lot. “I imagine the stories were analyzed for what they said about the human psyche. They were shelved near conspiracy books.” 
 
    “Conspiracy books?” Dorotta ceased staring hungrily at the doorway. 
 
    “Conspiracies.” I shrugged. “Like alien abductions and who assassinated JFK. Shot a president,” I clarified. “Tricks such as crop circles and rumors about cryptids like Bigfoot. Then, again, magic is real, so maybe some of the conspiracies had a kernel of truth.” After all, cryptid stories had traditionally focused on werewolves, and Faerene werewolves were real.   
 
    I missed Rory. 
 
    “Dinner!” Dorotta exclaimed. 
 
    The four waiters wheeling in our meal didn’t falter in the face of her surge forward. They’d be accustomed to dealing with dragons. Regardless, I mentally saluted their bravery as she loomed over them and licked her lips. 
 
    They served our meal and retreated in disciplined single file. The last one out bowed before closing the door. 
 
    I had gnocchi in tomato and basil sauce with steamed chicken and green beans. It was delicious.  
 
    The others had separate orders, except for Istvan and Dorotta who shared three trays stacked high with grilled catfish. 
 
    I speared a gnocchi. “Traveling through Atlanta today I saw how the Faerene town hides from humans. It’s tucked inside layers of ignore-ignore-ignore. That works on the ground and for the town itself, but out there the river flows past.” I nodded in the direction of the open riverside doors. “How do you hide the town from humans traveling on the river. For that matter, how do you hide dragons and others flying in?” 
 
    I’d been considering the problem. The town itself might be hidden, but the Faerene traveling to and from it would attract attention. “Humans pick up on patterns.” 
 
    Fiori answered. He was breakfasting on granola, apples and pears. “Any Faerene traveling to and from a Faerene town that is set up within a human city must glamour themselves to be unnoticeable. If they can’t do that themselves, there are amulets they can buy.” 
 
    Radka nodded. She was dipping chunks of fried polenta into a gooey cheese sauce. There were similarities to fondue. Every now and then she ate some salad.  
 
    All of us had cups of tea. 
 
    “People who provide cargo and ferry services have their boats enchanted to prevent humans perceiving them.” 
 
    “So what do humans see instead?” I asked Radka. 
 
    “Whatever their brains most readily accept as an uninteresting obstacle to their navigation of the river. It might be logs carried downstream by a storm or a boat filled with poor strangers.” 
 
    I grimaced at her specification of “poor”. Even after human global society had been destroyed and old ways of living rendered impossible, humanity’s desire to disregard the unfortunate remained strong. 
 
    If I examined my own heart, I knew that some of the motivation was the guilt I’d fought earlier today. No one could help everyone, and in the dying months of the apocalypse, so many, many people needed help. To survive physically and emotionally you had to accept that you couldn’t help everyone. To stop your heart crying, sometimes you just looked away. 
 
    I stopped eating. 
 
    There were times I hated the thoughts in my own head. 
 
    I cradled the tea cup in one hand. After a few sips the lump in my throat disappeared enough that I could resume my meal. Basic pragmatism assured me that starving myself would help no one. 
 
    Conversation around the table limped along. Judging by my companions’ cautious regard, my distress was obvious. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “From what I heard, it’s different in Memphis. The seethe there is embedded in the human population. Humans know that the seethe are vampires.” 
 
    “True,” Istvan said. “But did Emil explain the reason for the timing of the seethe’s establishment?”  
 
    My griffin partner would haul me out of my funk, not with kind words and cuddles, but by logic and his sheer dependability. It was inconceivable that a world with Istvan in it could go bad. It might take a while, but we would help people. I smiled at him, pleading bewilderment. “Um?”  
 
    He clattered his beak, but his impatience was faked. The gleam in his eyes said he was pleased to have distracted me. “When did the seethe settle in Memphis?” 
 
    “Emil said it was recent.” Understanding dawned. It had been a busy fortnight. I’d probably forgotten or missed more than a few hundred details. This one drifted back. “It was after you formally took up the role as magistrate.” 
 
    Istvan swallowed a grilled catfish. “Exactly.” 
 
    I mused on his answer—exceeding Fiori’s patience.  
 
    The centaur nudged the conversation along. Perhaps he was right to be impatient. This was the beginning of his work day, even if it was night time. “Faerene contact with Earth’s indigenous population was carefully scripted. A few individuals showed themselves before Piros announced the coming apocalypse.” 
 
    “Why Piros and not Fae King Harold?” I speared the final gnocchi, swirling it through the sauce on my plate. 
 
    Dorotta smirked. “It was decided that a dragon would impress humans more than an elf would.” 
 
    Radka rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Radka, I have a question about Dux Cyril,” Istvan said. 
 
    Her spine straightened. “Yes?” 
 
    “Why did Atlanta appoint him, a Reunionist priest, as chaplain at the all-faiths temple?” 
 
    “Key people in Atlanta are Reunionist. The Reunionists have all stayed. Those who moved to Justice are non-Shardists.” 
 
    I bit my lip to hold back a question I’d meant to ask yesterday and forgotten. Who were the Reunionists and what did they believe? Their nickname of Shardists made little sense. 
 
    “My ex-partner is a Shardist.” Radka took a sip of tea. She cradled the cup between her hands, elbows on the table. “They don’t discuss their plans publicly.” 
 
    Dorotta abandoned the empty trays that had held the grilled catfish and craned her neck around to put her face opposite Radka’s at the table. “Secrets! Do tell.”  
 
    The dragon’s enthusiasm won a smile from Radka, which was probably Dorotta’s aim. “The majority of Reunionists who joined the Migration settled in Atlanta.” 
 
    Fiori hummed thoughtfully. “I hadn’t realized.” 
 
    “It’s not a huge number. Counting everyone, including the youngest members of their families, it’s just over two hundred people.” 
 
    Nils raised a skeptical aquamarine eyebrow. “And that was enough to get Dux Cyril the position of temple chaplain?”  
 
    “The mayor, Konstantin, is one of Cyril’s closest supporters. As is…it doesn’t matter.” Radka put down her teacup. “It was enough. I suspect there was a lot more planning and scheming than I was aware of.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, she frowned at me. “Has anyone explained the Reunionists to you, Amy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She sighed. But the sigh seemed to be for the Reunionists not for me. As if they and their beliefs wearied her. “People call them Shardists because they believe that the first time a soul is incarnated it is shattered. A shard of the soul enters its first physical body. Through many lives, many reincarnations, the shards gradually find their way back together.” 
 
    “From different physical bodies?” I asked. 
 
    Radka nodded, then shook her head. “From different physical bodies, but only the heart shard ever incarnates into a sentient body. It is the shard the others seek to rejoin. Those shards inhabit other things. Animals, plants, places, objects. The Shardists believe this is why sometimes a place that you’ve never been calls to you or an object is desirable above all reason.” 
 
    “Pieces of your soul,” I murmured. It was an intriguing idea. 
 
    Dorotta was intrigued by something different. “Shardists don’t typically join a Migration. Most believe that the shards of their soul are around them in their world. On Elysium,” she clarified.  
 
    “So they won’t leave them. Their presence here on Earth is odd.” Fiori poured himself more tea. 
 
    Wort slid off his chair. “If you’ll excuse me, work awaits.” The goblin clerk departed. 
 
    Fiori, despite being the night guard for the court, didn’t twitch. He would accompany Istvan to the town hall later. 
 
    As for Istvan, he was attentive to our conversation, if silent. When he ducked his head in invitation for Radka to resume her explanation, she did so. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse the pun, Dux Cyril leads a splinter group of Shardists. They believe that they can call their soul shards to them—with sufficient magic.” 
 
    A collective “ah” of understanding issued from the Faerene present. Nils rose, lit a taper, and began a slow circuit of the room, lighting the oil lamps. Darkness had crept in. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    “Magic is the one resource humanity hasn’t exploited,” Radka began. 
 
    Fiori cut in. “Because they couldn’t tap it.” 
 
    It was a fair point, but the manner in which Nils studied the centaur suggested that the other guard should refrain from criticizing humanity in front of me. My distress at humanity’s current existence had been all too obvious to Nils today. 
 
    Radka didn’t care for Fiori’s interruption either. “The point is that there’s an abundance of magic on Earth, which is what we anticipated when planning the Migration. The Shardists led by Dux Cyril believe that they can create enchanted heart stones that will summon scattered soul shards to a person.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Fiori exclaimed.  
 
    Before anyone could say anything more, someone knocked on the door. 
 
    Fiori crossed to it, the lamplight gleaming on his hindquarters and his long tail. After a few seconds of scrutiny, he let in the serving staff to clear away. 
 
    It was noticeable that none of us spoke while the strangers were in the courtyard.  
 
    Fiori closed the door behind them. 
 
    “We’ll need to leave in a few minutes,” Istvan said to him. “Radka, how radical are the Shardists here?” 
 
    His blunt question shook an equally blunt response from the nymph. “They believe they’ll transcend.” She took a deep breath. “They believe they’ll be able to return to Elysium and that they’ll be able to carry the enchanted heart stones with them to gift others with transcendence.” 
 
    “Angels and demons,” Nils swore softly. 
 
    Radka smiled briefly and unhappily. “That’s what they hope to become. Well, angels.” 
 
    “What?” I was completely confused. 
 
    Istvan provided a brief explanation. “Angels and demons are the only beings that can travel between worlds without a Rift. The Reunionists believe that it’s because the souls of angels and demons never shattered. Transcendence is the idea that with a reunited soul, other beings can also shed limitations of perceived metaphysical reality.” 
 
    I looked from Istvan to Nils and finally to Radka. “Can we?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve heard the arguments, but I’m not a believer. I go along with Shardist thought in so far as I agree that we should all lead our best lives. I don’t know what I believe about the nature of souls, or even if they exist.” 
 
    “No one has ever transcended,” Nils said. 
 
    Dorotta stood and stretched, and with a dragon her size, that was a lot of stretch. “That we know of.” 
 
    Nils dipped his head to her in brief acknowledgement of her dissenting view, but not accepting it. 
 
    “An informative discussion,” Istvan said. “Thank you, Radka. Fiori?” The two of them departed. 
 
    Radka excused herself and retreated to her room. 
 
    “I have a couple more questions,” I said hopefully. 
 
    Dorotta laughed and settled again. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “How can you all not have known about the Shardists here in Atlanta? Why were they even let into the Migration? It sounds like you think they and their transcendence through enchantment idea are kooky. I thought everything about the Migration was planned.” 
 
    “The applicant screening process for a migration is undertaken by people with no connection to the planned migration,” Dorotta said. “After the third Migration from Elysium, there was irrefutable evidence that trying to compose the migrant population for balance actually threw it out of balance. And involving those who would be migrating was worst of all! Now, the selectors keep their system secret, and its idiosyncrasies are far more effective. The migrant population has to include mysteries and competing and even illogical interests. A complicated society is far more robust.” She paused in thought and chose a different word. “Resilient.” 
 
    Nils was more cynical. “Probably someone on the selection committee was curious about the possibility of transcendence. I question what other schemes they sneaked in with people, given the lure of Earth’s untapped magic.” 
 
    Dorotta blinked slowly in appreciation of his suspicions.  
 
    Behind her head, the oil lamp hanging by the door sent up a skinny trail of smoke that wove a thread of drifting beauty. The town resided on a nexus, and yet, the hotel conserved magic, using oil lamps rather than magic-powered sconces to light the courtyard. 
 
    “Would Piros know?” I asked. “Since he’s the spymaster.” 
 
    Nils laughed under his breath. “The things you know. Piros should recruit you, Amy.” 
 
    Dorotta smiled, seeming fond and proud. “I told her. It’s not like Piros’s position in the shadows of the Fae Council is a complete secret. And to answer your question, whilst Piros will have endeavored to learn all that he could, the Migration support team on Elysium is adept at securing their classified information.” 
 
    Nils grinned. “That sounds like the voice of frustrated experience.” 
 
    She flicked the tip of her tail. “I may have tried to sneak a little knowledge.” 
 
    While they chuckled together, assassin and spy, I contemplated the information they’d given me. It rearranged some of my assumptions about the Faerene’s lives on Earth. “So the Migration is both excessively planned and open to chaos?” 
 
    “Not chaos, opportunity,” Dorotta corrected me. 
 
    Nils leaned his butt against the edge of the table. “Not everyone is like Rory and Istvan, joining the Migration primarily to protect Earth and you, humans, from the Kstvm. Most of us…no, not most of us. Many came as family or clans. They wanted space and hope for those they loved. They believe in a positive future and thought the risk of the Kstvm beatable. But those of us who joined the Migration alone…”  
 
    He turned away, hiding his face by walking to the window that faced the river. “We’re the people who can never go home. It’s not always a case of what we’ve done, but what we’ve seen. It changes your perception of the world in ways that can’t be changed back, and sometimes, can’t be made to fit your old life or your family and friends.” 
 
    So they came to Earth, to a new world where they had a chance to create a place for themselves. 
 
     “Life, death and rebirth,” I said quietly. That was the Faerene motto. Their ideal prioritized balance over improvement.  
 
    The apocalypse had traumatized humans. I hadn’t thought that the Faerene, or some of them, had brought their trauma with them. The new world we were building had to heal all of us. 
 
    Dorotta had tensed during Nils’s confession. “Life, death and rebirth. You’ve learned the old survival adage, Amy. To fight entropy is futile. The wheel turns and we die for the future to be born.” 
 
    She scratched her chest where the strap of her satchel would press. “The Huh you met in the Everglades? On Elysium even the wild places are regulated. Less powerful, less politically connected people like the Huh feel the burden of the regulations the most. The regulations don’t take into account their needs. Migrations give them a chance to begin a freer cycle for their children. Earth is important to us all, Amy.” 
 
    I patted her shoulder to show that I’d heard her message, but in truth, I’d had enough of deep thoughts on top of a day spent venturing into an apocalypse-ravaged city. I was exhausted. Besides which, I felt a bit like a child who’d eavesdropped on adult conversation and been burned by the emotions it barely hid. “Goodnight. I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    I crossed the room and hugged Nils. “I’m glad you’re here, whatever the world-hopping path to here you took.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Amy.” He returned a one-armed hug. 
 
    I left them to talk of the past and of the future of the Hope Fang Pack, and perhaps, even, of their guard duties. All were things they could discuss more freely in my absence. 
 
    In the narrow dressing room off Istvan’s bedroom, I glanced at the slate waiting for me. In function, it was similar to a tablet computer such as had once connected to the internet. But slates were magic. They worked where human technology had been destroyed. My status as Istvan’s familiar gave me rare access to a slate, but I suspected that what I could access through it was severely restricted. 
 
    I could, however, contact Rory via it.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes tight shut. My growing realization that Faerene were far more complicated and damaged than I’d imagined was something I needed to let sit with me until I could handle it. There were no easy solutions in an apocalypse. No wise and all-powerful people. What mattered was who you loved and the courage with which you fought to keep them in your life. 
 
    My breath trembled on a deep sigh. Just for a while, I needed to escape. 
 
    I undressed, crawled into bed, and opened the copy of The Wind in the Willows that I’d scavenged. The world and its hard truths would still be there, tomorrow. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “Wha-aa?” I wasn’t very coherent, being woken at some ungodly hour.  
 
    “We’re going to watch the sunrise,” Istvan said to me. 
 
    We are? But my partner had a reason for everything he did, and I trusted him. “Ten minutes.” 
 
    Twelve minutes later we left the hotel. Dorotta cracked an eye open to watch us leave, but made no comment. 
 
    The town was shrouded in the gray darkness of predawn where shadow piled on shadow. The streets were empty although there was a light on in the bakery and from it emerged the enticing aroma of fresh bread. 
 
    “On the way back,” Istvan promised. 
 
    I was okay with that. I’d drunk some water before leaving, and the apocalypse had broken my coffee addiction. I enjoyed the drink, but I was no longer dependent on caffeine to start my day. I yawned, though, and swallowed a mouthful of cold air. It was heavy with the mist that lay across the river.  
 
    The bridge was far less impressive than ours in Justice. Then, again, the Chattahoochee River wasn’t to the same scale as the Mississippi River, so the bridge didn’t need to be as big. 
 
    Istvan had a destination in mind. We climbed a slight rise on the west bank in time to watch the sunrise. Color washed into the landscape. Birds woke. The town woke. 
 
    I leaned into the griffin’s body, borrowing his warmth. “You know, before the apocalypse, I wasn’t much of a hugger. I was a big believer in personal space. Now, I’m like a werewolf with my craving for touch.” I paused. “I need to know people are alive around me. Sorry, that sounds morbid. I need coffee.”  
 
    But Istvan didn’t let me brush aside my confession. “Dawn is a time for reflection. Usually, I prefer to be alone, but I remember my grandfather sharing this time with me on occasion. It is good for a fledgling to learn that adults have their hurts, too. Their doubts.” 
 
    “You’re hurt?” I leaned around to stare him in the eye. 
 
    “Life leaves its mark.” He kept his gaze on the town. “Sealing the Rift was all-consuming. For six months I had neither time nor energy to consider what my life was like locked out of Elysium forever.” 
 
    I snuggled back against his side. If he wanted to talk, I would listen. 
 
    He untucked his wing enough to offer me shelter. “Now, there is time for the irrevocable nature of the Migration to sink in. We are alone. There is no additional help coming from Elysium. We can talk to them, even exchange information, but our decisions and the consequences of them are ours to bear alone. That is a weight heavier than I expected.” 
 
    “You called it exile earlier.” 
 
    He turned his head, with its sharp beak, to study me. “You picked up on that? I exaggerated.” 
 
    “Perhaps you just spoke the truth a different way,” I said. “You feel cut off. I feel like that, cut off from the past. Maybe we’re both homesick.” 
 
    We shared the silence till Istvan stirred. “We will create our new home.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The uses magic was put to could conflict. Istvan had anticipated that such cases would fill a third of his court schedule in the first few decades of the Migration. Claims and counterclaims of territory and purpose would be his to untangle. Contrary to what those involved would believe, such cases were generally easily judged. What he hadn’t anticipated was how he had to go back over the basics of magic for his audience’s benefit. It was as if in crossing the Rift to Earth they’d recklessly forgotten the fundamental principles of magic taught in high school. 
 
    He clattered his beak. They hadn’t forgotten. They were just trying it on. A more forgiving perspective would be that the abundant magical possibilities of Earth had intoxicated them. Istvan was inclined to believe that it was self-interest amounting to greed that blunted their intelligence. 
 
    “…the principle of contagion is the decisive factor.” 
 
    Neither the defendant nor the successful plaintiff was paying his explanation any attention. The first was grinding his teeth and snarling beneath his breath, lost in anger. The latter was gloating.  
 
    Only Amy listened attentively. She was dressed similarly to Radka, as if she’d chosen to copy the older woman. But whilst Radka’s tailored jackets, shirt and skirt were green, brown and bronze, Amy wore black. His color.  
 
    Earlier her gaze had panned the makeshift courtroom, taking in the attitude and behavior of those present. Now, she listened to his explanation of the principles of magic as they underpinned his judgement and fiddled with the book on her lap. 
 
    He’d promised to teach her the basics of magic, such as a nestling would learn at his clan home on Elysium, and he had yet to keep that promise. But that was a matter to be dealt with privately. 
 
    Beside Amy loomed Dorotta. The dragon’s copper-colored scales shimmered as the sunlight streaming through the set of three side windows striped her large body. The dragon guard remained alert, but not to Istvan’s lecture on magical principles. She stared at Dux Cyril. 
 
    None of the cases on today’s schedule seemed likely to be of interest to the Reunionist priest. However, his presence was explained if you tracked where his focus lay. Amy. 
 
    “Dismissed,” Istvan ordered. “Thirty minute recess.” 
 
    The court emptied. The plaintiff who’d won the last case paused to say a few words to Dux Cyril, and by her body language, to receive his congratulations on her victory. For the first time in twenty minutes—Istvan had been watching—Dux Cyril looked away from Amy. 
 
    “You did well,” the priest said gravely to the goblin woman. “Blessed reunion to your soul.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dux.” 
 
    Dorotta rose, and blocked his view of Amy as the girl followed Radka into the room set aside for Istvan and his clerks. 
 
    Deprived of Amy, Dux Cyril’s gaze found Istvan. 
 
    The black griffin magistrate wondered what was going on behind the goblin’s protuberant yellow eyes. His interest in Amy was pronounced, almost a statement. The problem was, Istvan couldn’t decipher the message. 
 
    Leaving the priest behind, Istvan entered the temporary clerks’ office in time to hear Amy proclaim Dux Cyril “creepy”. 
 
    “I shouldn’t seem strange to him,” she said. “I could be a werewolf in human form.” 
 
    “An attractive one, according to Rory,” Dorotta teased, but her scaly forehead was wrinkled. She, too, had noticed and worried at Dux Cyril’s fixed regard. 
 
    Amy moved restlessly around the room. She placed her book of human Renaissance history on a table before hitching herself up to sit beside it, legs swinging. She hadn’t read the book in Istvan’s courtroom, but carried it with her in case she got bored. As she’d confided to them, she could always scoot back to read it, without any of the public being the wiser, simply by hiding behind Dorotta. 
 
    “People stared at me in Justice.” Amy stretched her arms out in front of her, then rolled her shoulders. “They literally followed Yana and me through the bazaar in Civitas. But Dux Cyril, it’s like he’s plotting something.” 
 
    Istvan’s tail twitched in interest and surprise. He hadn’t suspected her instincts to be so good. “I believe the same. However, I’m not sure what he’d dare to do involving my familiar partner.” 
 
    She grinned at him. 
 
    “Radka, do you have any idea?” he asked his clerk. 
 
    She sat behind her desk with her chin in her hand. “I’m not sure. Dux Cyril has renounced sins of the flesh.” 
 
    “Ew.” Amy wrinkled her nose. 
 
    Radka cracked a smile. “Yeah. I’d say they’ve renounced him. Who’d want that…” She caught Istvan’s expression and coughed. “I’m assuming Dux Cyril’s interest is magic-related. That seems to be his obsession. Magic and more magic to achieve transcendence.” 
 
    Amy ceased swinging her legs. “But you can’t steal someone else’s familiar, can you? Isn’t my magic oath-bound to Istvan?” 
 
    “No one can steal anyone’s magic,” Istvan said. “It has to be freely given, as when you vowed yours to me.” 
 
    Amy became suddenly, shockingly immobile. It wasn’t just that her legs stopped swinging in a restless rhythm. Her breath hitched. 
 
    The three Faerene in the room stared at her.  
 
    Comprehension slapped Istvan. She hadn’t given her magic to him freely. The first hundred of the few hundred human mages identified on Earth had been given a ruthless choice: either they bound themselves as a familiar to a Faerene mage, or the Faerene would execute them. The danger of the Rift reopening and allowing the devastating Kstvm hordes through was too critical. The Faerene feared, with reason, what damage uneducated and uncontrolled human mages could do. The Migration plan envisaged humans learning about magic and gaining access to it ten or so generations from now. Reckless, ignorant use of magic now, with the Rift so newly sealed, couldn’t be tolerated. 
 
    “Amy,” he began. 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s all right. I know what you meant. As long as he can’t somehow bond himself to me…” 
 
    Dorotta’s head jerked sharply in the direction of the courtroom, where they’d last seen Dux Cyril.  
 
    Radka’s chair scraped against the floor. “He wouldn’t!” 
 
    “You said he can’t.” Amy jumped off the table. 
 
    “Not with you.” Radka’s hands clenched into fists. 
 
    Istvan crossed to Amy. A griffin’s instinct to comfort was to either preen her or tuck her under a wing. Since he doubted she’d appreciate his large beak scraping her body or being forcibly hidden under his wing while already in a safe space, he controlled his instincts. Mostly. As he turned, positioning his body near her small one, his tail curled around her ankle. 
 
    She jumped, tripped on his tail, and fell into him. 
 
    “Cyril won’t hurt you,” Istvan said. “Radka’s sudden suspicion, if I’m not mistaken, is that he’s contemplating to what extent bonding with a human familiar would increase a magician’s magic.” 
 
    “Then he needs to speak with Nora,” Amy muttered as she pushed away from Istvan, only pausing to crouch and give his tail a reassuring pat. 
 
    He ducked his head in embarrassment at being caught fussing. If Nora was here, she’d have been intrigued by his protective response to Amy’s upset. 
 
    But the golden griffin scientist wasn’t here. She was in a bunker, observing and analyzing the state of human mages, and also avoiding him and Amy because he’d been terse with her. Nora treated Amy as a research subject, a puzzle to be solved, and a political point of conflict to be wary of. 
 
    Istvan recognized his partner as a person. 
 
    Amy perched back up on the table. “According to Nora’s hypothesis, even if Dux Cyril did somehow finagle things so that he gained a human familiar—” 
 
    “He couldn’t,” Radka interrupted. “Dux Cyril isn’t a magician. Or he’s a weak one. He’s a freaking Shardist priest. He…” Her fists clenched and unclenched.  
 
    “He could get other magicians, some of the enchanters in town, to volunteer to bond with a human familiar,” Dorotta concluded gently. 
 
    Amy kicked the toe of one shoe against the heel of the other. “Even if he did, if the humans didn’t trust their bonded Faerene magician, then the human’s magic load would decrease. That’s the hypothesis Nora put forward for why only Chen and I have held onto and increased the amount of magic we can channel. The other humans partnered with a Faerene magician are all losing their magic. Whatever advantage Dux Cyril thinks there might be in gaining a human familiar wouldn’t last long because I can’t see any of us trusting someone who follows that creep’s instructions.” 
 
    Radka winced. 
 
    “Sorry,” Amy added, presumably because her observation insulted, by implication, the character of Radka’s former romantic partner who did follow Cyril. 
 
    “Recess is nearly over,” Istvan said. 
 
    Radka spun on her heel, returning to her desk. 
 
    “Bathroom visit,” Amy said urgently.  
 
    The town hall ought to be safe for her, but just in case, Dorotta ambled along behind her. Not that the bathroom Amy used could fit the dragon, but she could snake her head in, check the stalls, then withdraw and guard the door. 
 
    “Are we being alarmist?” Istvan asked Radka when they were alone. 
 
    She placed her hands flat on the desk. “I don’t like the bad feeling around town. Someone has to be stoking it. The resentment that you are magistrate instead of Yelena and that you’ve sited the magistrate hall elsewhere should be met with grumbles, but not this…” Her mouth closed tight. She gathered up her papers, pen and slate, and Amy’s history book. “It’s as if the people who chose to stay in Atlanta hate those of us who left for Justice.” 
 
    For his new town on the Mississippi River. 
 
    “I don’t know what to expect from a bond with a familiar,” Istvan said. “I couldn’t risk living on a nexus as strong as Atlanta.” 
 
    She sighed. “Perhaps that’s the core of their resentment. You want to limit the magic you call on, and the enchanters want to maximize theirs, and yet, they remain less than you.” 
 
    “Envy.” He considered the idea as he returned to the courtroom. 
 
    Amy and Dorotta entered from the public door. Amy took her book from Radka with a murmured “thanks”, and sat where Dorotta would hide the fact that she was reading. Her position also hid her from Dux Cyril, who’d returned for the third case of the day. Evidently, she’d reached her limit in terms of observing and learning the ways of the Faerene. 
 
    Istvan shared her desire to end the court session. He made short work of the miasmic magic cloud case. Magical pollution was completely unacceptable, and he stated his judgement curtly, adding a peremptory order for the offending elf. “You will submit a revised spell with suitable provisions for magical containment to my clerk within a month. If you are detected causing miasmic misery again, you will be sent for re-education. Dismissed.” 
 
    The temporary courtroom in the town hall emptied. Only one person pushed against the exodus, and since he was by far the largest individual, larger even than Dorotta, people flattened against the walls to allow him entry. 
 
    “Piros,” Istvan greeted his friend. “I didn’t expect you.” 
 
    The red dragon was Istvan’s closest friend. They had known each other for centuries, confided in one another, and relied on each other’s judgement. It was Piros who’d urged Istvan to join the Migration to Earth. 
 
    “Apply,” he’d said. “The selectors would be fools to turn you down. You have the power and discipline to be the deciding factor in sealing the Rift, and we need people with your strength of principle to set solid foundations for justice.” 
 
    Istvan had overlooked the flattery for the crucial element. “You’re migrating?” 
 
    Piros had smiled with satisfaction and determination, a person ready and eager to go into battle and test himself. “I received early approval a week ago. Elysium lacks challenges for people such as you and me.”  
 
     The spread of Istvan’s wings had indicated the breadth of work before him as a magistrate in the Summersay State. 
 
    “Pedestrian, for you,” Piros had said. “The cases barely require you to be awake. When was the last time you tested the limits of your magic?” 
 
    Back in the present, in the new town hall on Earth, Istvan studied his friend and felt a swooping, descending sensation in his gut. “You’re bringing bad news.” 
 
    Piros greeted Amy and Dorotta. Then he sealed the room for privacy. 
 
    Radka had already vanished into the clerks’ room, busy with her professional duties.  
 
    Amy seemed very small beside the two dragons. The stiffness in her shoulders revealed her fear of Piros. To her, he remained the “Red Drake” who’d announced the Faerene Apocalypse to humans before their television and other technology was taken away. 
 
    “I’m here with a ruling from the Fae Council.” Piros looked at Istvan. “Concerning Amy.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Standing in a room with a griffin and two dragons, I felt dangerously small. And weak. Powerless and pushed around. Not by Istvan, obviously. My magician partner was genuinely good, and I’d seen further proof today how smart he was. He’d unraveled the cases brought before him quickly, reached a judgement, and laid out his reasoning in clear terms. Being able to explain complicated concepts simply meant that he knew his subject—magic and justice—back to front and inside out.  
 
    But Piros. That the spymaster had traveled to Atlanta to personally deliver the Fae Council’s directive to Istvan, and that it concerned me, meant trouble. 
 
    “The Fae Council has ordered that Amy return to Justice immediately.” 
 
    I exhaled and released my death grip on the book I held. Returning home wasn’t so bad. 
 
    It took me a few seconds to realize that no one else in the room had relaxed. 
 
    “Why?” Istvan asked in a hard voice. 
 
    “There has been a formal complaint regarding her presence on circuit. The Fae Council recognized its validity. The first year of the Migration is a fraught time. Establishing settlements in amongst the ruins of human civilization pains our people.” 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    “Harsh,” Dorotta agreed. 
 
    Piros was unrelenting. His gaze remained locked with Istvan’s. “There is a psychological trauma to building a life among the recent devastation of others’ lives. You will have witnessed it here in Atlanta. People approaching the court as it is on circuit can be very vulnerable. It is dangerous to ambush them with a human who speaks their language and is obviously close to the magistrate.” That sounded as if he was quoting someone, or something, like the Fae Council’s directive. 
 
    He continued. “Reclamation Team members are scattered throughout your territory.” 
 
    Abruptly, my burgeoning instinct to protest that encountering me, one lone and unthreatening human, couldn’t possibly trigger anyone, shriveled. “Tineke.” 
 
    Istvan took a step toward me. 
 
    I looked at Piros. “Tineke is a member of the Reclamation Team. When she met me at the trials,” for human familiar candidates to be matched with a Faerene magician, as I’d been with Istvan, “Tineke was swamped with guilt. She is traumatized by how much death and suffering the rebalancing of Earth had caused humans. Intellectually, she understands it was necessary.” 
 
    My hands went cold and clammy. Intellectually, I understood why the Faerene had acted as ruthlessly as they had. Six-sevenths of humanity had died and the world remained in a state of upheaval; technology taken from us, disease rampant, famine an ongoing issue. The alternative had been to allow the Kstvm to invade and for those hordes of huge insectoid monsters to consume us and our planet before they moved on. Captivity and death would have been our fate, with humans bred like cattle. 
 
    The apocalypse was bad: the alternative worse. 
 
    “Tineke is better,” I said to Piros. “And she never did anything wrong!” I didn’t want the elf magician getting in trouble with the Faerene spymaster or his council. “She doesn’t see me as a symbol of humanity that she has to recompense anymore. I’m just me, Amy. We’re friends.” 
 
    Piros glanced briefly at Istvan before lowering his head nearly to the floor to be at eyelevel with me. “I’m glad for Tineke. She is making a home for herself in Justice, and Lajos is there for her.” 
 
    I blinked. Did everyone except Tineke know that Lajos loved her? 
 
    Piros stayed motionless, watching me. “But Tineke had the opportunity to spend days with you, and not only in your presence, but talking with you, even helping you.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “It’s different for the others.” Piros’s tone was warmly sympathetic. There were rainbows in his large, subtly multifaceted eyes. “If they encountered you on circuit, they’d be triggered, but unable to work through their reaction with you.” 
 
    “Pigeon droppings!” Istvan shook his feathers, and his tail lashed angrily. “Don’t try and feed us that line, Piros.” 
 
    The red dragon’s eyes ceased mesmerizing me. 
 
    I looked to Istvan. 
 
    “It’s politics,” my griffin partner snapped. 
 
    Piros tsked, and a puff of smoke escaped his nostrils. “Being political doesn’t mean it isn’t also prudent. Istvan, even Harold isn’t sure of Amy’s future, and he was the most enthusiastic council member when humans’ magic was detected.” 
 
    I folded my arms, tucking my cold hands under my armpits, no longer attempting to pretend I wasn’t scared. 
 
    “Chen’s magic load hasn’t increased in five days,” Piros said. “Nora is giving a hundred percent of her time to monitoring the humans with magic. No new ones have emerged. All of the other familiars apart from Chen and Amy are continuing to lose magic.” 
 
    “So I’m unique? Me and Istvan?” 
 
    Istvan prowled over to me. We faced Piros, together. 
 
    The red dragon stretched to his full height before sitting back on his haunches. “Your trust is unique. Nora and I have discussed your relationship. She refused to accompany me here. Istvan you need to apologize to her.” 
 
    “For what?” There was no hint of apology in my partner’s steely voice. 
 
    “For doubting her goodwill. Nora is not your enemy. Far from it. She is not Amy’s enemy either. You’re fairer than this, Istvan. It is not Nora’s fault that her observations and analysis regarding human familiars have become politically contentious. It was never going to be anything other than difficult to manage the emergence of magic in humans this disastrously early in the Migration.” 
 
    For a second I buried my face in the black fur of Istvan’s shoulder. Fear could dull your wits, but it could also sharpen your instincts. If you didn’t give into panic, your perception could grow and stretch, and you could add up facts to increase your chance of survival. 
 
    Ostensibly, Piros was telling Istvan to forgive Nora. But he wasn’t being particularly subtle about the other purpose. He wanted me to do the same. To trust her. 
 
    Istvan worked that out, as well. While I regained my composure—putting on my game face—he verbally attacked his friend. “What else? What else did the Fae Council command?” 
 
    “Amy is to stay in Justice, and Nora is to stay there and monitor her.” 
 
    I faced Piros. “What will the monitoring involve?” 
 
    Dorotta finally spoke up. “And why take a research scientist out of her bunker?”  
 
    “Nora is a compromise.” Piros readjusted his wings. There wasn’t room to extend them, so this was a fidgety movement. “Everyone is aware of how seriously you take your oaths, Istvan. That has enabled some to raise the possibility that you would protect Amy and her wishes to the detriment of Faerene majority opinion on how to deal with humans who possess magic.” 
 
    Deal with? 
 
    Piros rubbed a claw across his forehead. “The truth is that Amy has become a lightning rod for people’s confused emotions regarding humans, especially those with magic. Some people are struggling with Migration. Selection screening is extensive, but once wings hit the air, not everyone can cope with reality. For them, in particular, anything unplanned is perceived as a threat.” 
 
    “So my life is to be limited by other people’s fear?” Damn it. I would not let fear—my own or other people’s—decide my actions. 
 
    “To be among allies is not a bad thing,” Piros said gently. 
 
    That was true. But I had left Justice for a reason. I wasn’t accompanying Istvan on circuit on a whim.  
 
    My protest froze in my throat as I realized Piros had to know that. Istvan’s friend and the Faerene spymaster would know that I travelled with the circuit court to learn more about the Faerene so that I could publish a book on them. Humans had to learn who the Faerene were from another human. Our perspective would be different from the Faerene’s perspective on themselves.  
 
    And the Faerene would benefit, too. Istvan had agreed. It was the deciding factor for him allowing me to join him on circuit. The Faerene would benefit from seeing themselves through the eyes of the people whose planet they’d conquered. 
 
    My mouth twisted at the word. I’d been careful not to use it before, not even to myself, but it was true. The Faerene had invaded through the Rift. They’d done it to save Earth, but nonetheless, humans were now their subject people.  
 
    Faerene objected to my presence and I was to be locked away. 
 
    Betrayal roared through me. “I’ll go pack.” I turned away from Istvan. 
 
    The second argument I’d advanced for how the Faerene would benefit from me writing a book on their nature was the potential for it to help facilitate Faerene-human interactions by reducing humans’ ignorance of their new neighbors. 
 
    I’d been naïve, blinded by the uniqueness of my experience of how the Faerene treated me as Istvan’s familiar. The Faerene didn’t want to acknowledge and interact with humans as equals. 
 
    The vampires had established seethes in major cities, but that was to feed. The other Faerene were in self-involved communities, shielding themselves from humans. As they did here in Atlanta. 
 
    Humans suffered and died, while the Faerene focused on developing their prosperous futures in those ashes of despair. A dull fury began to burn in me. 
 
    “The City of Lost Minds,” I muttered. 
 
    Istvan’s tail tapped my ankle. “Pardon?”  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Dorotta answered. “It’s what the Huh call Miami.” 
 
    “There was a baby there. A toddler.” Hot tears of anger welled up. I sniffed, denying them. 
 
    “I maybe made a mistake,” Piros said cautiously. 
 
    I spun to glare at him. 
 
    He raised a claw in a gesture of denial. “No, not about the Fae Council’s directive or the pressure behind it. I shouldn’t have told you.” 
 
    In the silence, I heard the faint rustle of Istvan’s feathers, his breathing. Dorotta’s stomach gurgled. My own heartbeat thudded in my ears.  
 
    I was smarter than this. “You only know me as a tame puppy.” I stared at Piros. My rage was for him, for the Red Drake who had informed humanity at the very beginning of the apocalypse that our conquerors had arrived. I should never have allowed Istvan’s friendship for the dragon to overcome my aversion. Piros was the enemy. 
 
    It felt good to acknowledge that there were sides to this battle. If everything was political, if we weren’t all in it together to assure Earth’s survival after all, then I was for me and for humanity.  
 
    “When Dorotta stole me away, I was too overwhelmed, too aware of how powerful you all are, and how little power I have, to do anything other than obey.” I smiled painfully. “And I still can’t do anything other than obey. My magic is Istvan’s, and you just told me that my body and future are also his to command—in Faerene eyes.” 
 
    “Amy.” 
 
    I ignored Istvan’s soft voice. “I recognize your manipulation of me, Piros. You delivered your message just fine. Knowledge is power, and knowledge, freedom, happiness, you have the ability to deny me all of it if I displease you.” 
 
    The tip of Istvan’s wing brushed my side. “Amy, you’re exaggerating.” 
 
    “Am I overset? Hysterical? Those were the terms people—humans,” I corrected myself, “used to employ to describe women and keep us as second class citizens. As property.”  
 
    Istvan clicked his beak loudly. 
 
    I shrugged. He didn’t need to silence me. I’d said my piece. I could fall back into my anger, clothe myself in it. 
 
    “Piros, Dorotta, please leave us for a few minutes.” 
 
    The dragons departed. 
 
    “Amy, I didn’t realize you were so angry.” 
 
    Stupid tears started in my eyes, again. “Nor did I. But I am.” 
 
    “Do you still trust me?” my griffin partner asked carefully. 
 
    The anger would have had me answer instantly, “No”. 
 
    I paused. “I trust you. But I don’t trust this.” I swept my arm around. “All this. The Faerene world. I have to learn and learn and adapt and…it’s like the Everglades, the swamp Dorotta took me to. I don’t know what is solid ground or where predators lurk. This is meant to be my home, my world. America. But you’ve made it strange. 
 
    “I don’t like being a freak. I don’t want people piling their fears and insecurities on me. Not the Faerene and not humans. I’m the girl with magic who can’t do magic because it isn’t mine any more. I struggle with it. So much guilt. Compared to other humans who’ve survived, I have so much. I’m choked with it. It’s like chains, changing me, changing my loyalties.”  
 
    I sucked in a breath. I’d spilled too many words and emotions. My anger was real, but it was a cover for other emotions: grief, fear, guilt and loneliness. Giving into my emotions would truly lead me into a swamp. I’d be sucked under and lost. “How intrusively will Nora monitor me?” 
 
    “I will find out from Piros. I will set limits. And your room at the hall is always private. The wards I set around it will keep everyone and everything out unless they have your permission.” 
 
    I nodded, but shivered. There were ways to get around that condition. Treachery and outright threats could achieve it. 
 
    “Nora only has reason to monitor your magic, and you don’t use it. Her presence might be annoying, but it shouldn’t disturb you.” 
 
    Just the threat of it already had. Piros’s message had brought the house of cards I’d been living in tumbling down.  
 
    The kindness of my few Faerene friends and my trust in Istvan’s honor had fooled me. I’d allowed myself to bury the lesson of the human familiar trials: the Faerene considered themselves superior to humans and would kill any who failed to meet their demands.  
 
    At the trials, the demand had been to partner with a Faerene magician. I’d done so. I’d gone further and given Istvan my trust. But what had my compliance actually won me?  
 
    Materially, I was fed, clothed and sheltered. 
 
    Mentally and emotionally I felt stripped, confused and insecure.  
 
    My new life among the Faerene had left me even more powerless than during the height of the apocalypse. At least then I’d been among my own people, working with them to common goals, sharing the same cultural background, laughing at the same jokes, crying together, being strong for one another. 
 
    How naïve I’d been up until just a few minutes ago, believing that I could help bridge the gap between humanity and the Faerene.  
 
    The Faerene don’t want the chasm bridged. They don’t consider us equal. We are the lesser beings they saved from the Kstvm, and now, the Faerene own our world and our future. They had demonstrated their power when they kicked off the apocalypse and kept it rolling. They’d taken away our technology and our weapons. Most of us had died. 
 
    “Come along. I’ll walk you back to the hotel.” Dorotta had returned while I was absorbed in my dark thoughts. “I can carry your books in my satchel.” 
 
    “Humor the human with a few toys, hmm?” I walked out with her. 
 
    She responded mildly. “I haven’t earned your anger.” 
 
    “Haven’t you?” 
 
    People were watching us. Goblins, elves, a centaur, even Mirella the police dragon. 
 
    I closed my mouth on any further expression of rage. There was a volcano inside me. I’d been pushing down—denying—so much. I had every reason and right to be angry with Dorotta. She was the Messenger dragon who’d kidnapped me away from my ordinary human life and into the dangerous games of the Faerene. I’d been too intent on giving everyone excuses: she’d been acting under orders; the Rift had to be protected from untrained human magic; I hadn’t been hurt. 
 
    Except I had been hurt. The vigil held at the human familiar trials had excruciatingly stripped me to my essence.  
 
    I hunched my shoulders as I walked in the dragon’s shadow. She might be in Rory’s pack now, but Dorotta also served Piros, and through him, the Fae Council. 
 
    I have enemies. The thought was incredible. Istvan and Rory had ensured I was guarded, but I’d considered my constant escort to be more a babysitter than a protection against other Faerene. Idiot. Self-complacent idiot. 
 
    Nils lounged in a chair in our courtyard at the hotel. At our entrance, he looked up from the book he was reading. It was the book on weeds. At the sight of my expression, he stood. 
 
    “The Fae Council has ordered me imprisoned in Justice because I scare the Faerene.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “What?” 
 
    “Piros brought the order.” I strode through to my room to pack. I expected Nils to question Dorotta, but he followed me instead. 
 
    I picked up an empty satchel, dumped it on the bed, and began shoveling clothes into it. “Apparently, Faerene are upset by the idea that a human might be their equal. You know, possess magic, have ideas, deserve to live!” I stared at the trousers I was shoving into the satchel, and yanked them back out. I couldn’t ride dragon-back in a pencil skirt and heels. “I need to change.” 
 
    “No one’s going to hurt you,” he said softly. It was a promise. 
 
    I nodded, not looking at him. I believed he would do his best to keep that promise. I believed that Istvan, Rory, Tineke and a few other Faerene would do the same. But… “The whole situation. Atlanta. The Shardist priest. The Fae Council. Everything. It ripped away all the scar tissue of surviving the apocalypse.” All the layers of things I hadn’t wanted to face, including my own emotions. Including the complex reality of Nils, the nearest Faerene, an elf who’d been nothing but kind to me. 
 
    I studied him. He leaned a shoulder against the doorframe. He could do a pretty good imitation of indolence, but I no longer believed it. I’d seen him fake it against the bandits outside the bookstore. 
 
    “When people are ripping and tearing at you.” His unhurried speech rivalled the famous southern drawl of human Atlanta. “Sometimes they want to hurt you or they’re hungry for what they believe you have. Of course you want to curl into a ball and protect yourself.” 
 
    I bared my teeth. “Or I can fight.” Just because I was human didn’t mean I was weak. 
 
    “I hope you do, but be careful who you fight. Prey is easiest taken down when you separate it from its allies. Sow mistrust and the prey separates itself.” 
 
    I sat on the bed. “They want to damage my trust in Istvan.” 
 
    “Possibly. Probably. If Nora’s hypothesis is correct, you’d lose your magic.” 
 
    The trousers I needed to change into crumpled in my grip. “Thereby proving their contention that humans aren’t ready to wield magic.” 
 
    “Is that what they’re trying to prove?” He emphasized “they’re” just enough to infer a question as to who I suspected. 
 
    I answered with a slight shift of focus. “Once you’ve established a privileged position that’s a hard gap to close. Faerene already know about magic, where humans don’t. And you have technology of some kind hidden in what Istvan calls bunkers—even if you limit its use. Surely that should be enough of a head start? You shouldn’t need generations of humans pressed into the mud and ashes and kept from magic for the Faerene to feel secure in their superiority here on Earth?” 
 
    He stepped back from the doorway. “Change your clothes.” He walked out of Istvan’s bedroom. 
 
    I was too miserable and messed up to even bother swearing. I changed, shrugged on the coat Rory had enchanted for me, and finished packing. After a last cursory scan of the dressing room the hotel had assigned me, I departed. Conversation with Dorotta was minimal and focused on our flight to Justice. 
 
    Nils had disappeared. 
 
    A few minutes later I was secure in the harness on the copper dragon’s back, and she launched into the air. She translocated at the top of her ascent. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The trouble with traveling via translocation is that it happens too fast. There’s no time to think. There’s certainly no time to get over whatever mood you’re in. 
 
    Dorotta landed on the roof of the magistrate hall in Justice. 
 
    I unbuckled my harness and slid down. 
 
    “I’ll carry your belongings in,” she said as soon as my booted feet hit the roof. It was flat, solid, a marvel of engineering—and of magic. Istvan had used magic to construct the hall and the foundations for the entire town.  
 
    Justice was a magistrate town. The hall occupied the center of it. Here, the Faerene residents treated me with courtesy. I was Istvan’s familiar. But outside of Justice… I stared south, at the horizon. Out there were threats that Istvan, for all of his power, couldn’t protect me from. 
 
    My pulse thundered overly loud and fast in my ears. I wasn’t used to prejudice. Certainly not to being the focus of it. I’d grown up sheltered by wealth. How did I fit my head around the knowledge that when the Faerene saw me it wasn’t as a person, but as a thing? 
 
    Post-apocalypse, humans were lesser beings on Earth. That was the real message of the Fae Council’s edict. 
 
    I managed a muttered “thank you” in Dorotta’s direction before running down the stairs. It wasn’t as if I could fight her for my belongings. She’d stowed my satchels and books in her larger satchel, strapped to her chest. 
 
    My bedroom with its private bathroom was next door to Istvan’s. With him absent, I’d be alone on the floor. Right now, being alone sounded good. I needed to calm down and think. 
 
    By descending from the roof rather than entering from the street, I managed to avoid everyone in my race for sanctuary. The second of the double doors to my room escaped my grasp and slammed shut. I bolted it and rested for a moment with my palms flat against the wood. Pushing away, I crossed to my desk. 
 
    Pencil. Paper. Get my thoughts straight. Neither a temper tantrum nor tears would help me. 
 
    Piros had called me a lightning rod. 
 
    I sat down and sketched a stick figure in the center of the page. If that was meant to be me, I needed to eat more. 
 
    Instead of smiling at my joke, I drew in Istvan. He resembled a chicken with four legs. Art had never been my thing. I drew an arrow between his figure and mine, and scrawled “human familiar” along it. My bond with Istvan was the main reason I was attracting attention. 
 
    I pushed away thoughts of what form that attention could take. I was in danger, but I needed to understand why and where from before I could devise a strategy to counter it. 
 
    “Magic.” I sketched a star around the word and linked it to both Istvan and me on the page. 
 
    A square got labelled “Fae Council”. Then I surrounded it with question marks. I didn’t know what the Fae Council wanted with me, or feared about me, but I also didn’t know it individually. Who were its members and what pressures were on them? Piros knew those things. Istvan knew them to a lesser degree than his friend the spymaster. As a human, I was very unlikely to discover the Fae Council’s secrets and motivations. 
 
    What else didn’t I know? 
 
    I drew a witch and a wizard. Two pointy hats, a broomstick and a stick, or staff. Cliché, anyone? “Human magic.” I dotted the page with more question marks. 
 
    What was amazing was how much of the reality of the Faerene had been guessed at by human fairy tales. I doodled two more stick figures, both with wings, but one with a halo and the other with horns. Someone had mentioned angels and demons once as the likely source of stories of the Faerene. They could, apparently, cross worlds in the way Dux Cyril and the other Shardists wanted to imitate via transcendence. 
 
    I crisscrossed a heart, and grimaced. A broken soul. A broken heart. What was Cyril’s interest in me? How did he think a Shardist could use a familiar? If he was ruthless enough a one-off drain of magic before the familiar’s mistrust evaporated their magic might be possible. Would the other Faerene allow Shardists to bond with human mages? There were only a few hundred of us. 
 
    Which reminded me of Nora, the griffin who was monitoring all of us, and me, personally. I drew a second four-legged chicken, smaller than Istvan’s symbol, and linked it to the Fae Council in their box. Piros advised us to treat her as an ally. I’d liked her at the human trials, but less so recently. It’s hard to like someone who sees you as a research subject and not as a person. 
 
    The pencil point had dulled. I sharpened it as I contemplated the page. 
 
    From the little I knew of Faerene magic, they all used it the same way. It wasn’t as if there were different styles, like different martial arts. For the Faerene, magic was a science. They had instruments to detect it and they shaped it in patterned ways. It really was similar to humans’ approach to physics or chemistry or anything else that had rules that couldn’t be broken, but which in understanding them provided building blocks for creation—or destruction. 
 
    What if… 
 
    I tapped the end of the pencil against the sketch of the witch and wizard.  
 
    What if humans could use magic differently? The idea twisted through my brain. The rules of physics or chemistry couldn’t be changed, but… “Quantum physics!” When humans first came up with the concept of quantum physics, it didn’t change reality, but it did change humans’ perception of it and what we could do with it. 
 
    No. It was ridiculous to think that humans could use magic in a way the Faerene hadn’t conceptualized.  
 
    I doodled a magnifying glass. I found it easier to believe the theory I’d advanced a few days ago: that us rare human mages that the Faerene had found since they crossed the Rift had always existed. It was just that from the distance of another world, the Faerene hadn’t been able to calibrate their instruments to detect us. Once they shared the planet with us, that changed. 
 
    If there had always been human mages… 
 
    I drew a very odd looking skull. Then I added flames in its eye sockets. It still didn’t look like anything in particular. I labelled it “shaman”. Staring at it didn’t set my brain aflame with ideas. However, something tickled. Shaman could mean different things to different people. Not codified like wizard magic. More spiritual.  
 
    Primitive?  
 
    I wrinkled my nose. Primitive was a word bigots used. And yet, they missed the point. Primitive could mean unencumbered by complicated expectations. There was a freedom there to encounter reality with fewer preconceptions. 
 
    Okay, so I was romancing. People always saw the world through the filter of their own beliefs. 
 
    This time I tapped the arrow from Istvan to me, the one that had “human familiar” scribbled along it. 
 
    On Elysium, familiars were part of the Faerene’s prehistory. They were from times when their control of magic was primitive. 
 
    I pushed back from the desk. I wasn’t sure where my thoughts were leading, but I needed more information. 
 
    Istvan’s chief night clerk, Emil, had become my go-to person for Faerene legends and history. 
 
    I halted halfway to the door. 
 
    Legends? Istvan had asked for books on human myths and on our ancient history. Sometimes the line between the two blurred. Oral history passed down in mythical stories had, on investigation, often remembered real events. I’d seen a television documentary on Atlantis once and a professor had described how the legend referenced a major earthquake and terrible loss of life. The Ancient Greeks hadn’t made up the tale just to warn against hubris.  
 
    Legends could provide useful information. 
 
    I unbolted the door. 
 
    The corridor in Istvan’s and my private wing was empty. 
 
    It was evening. The wall sconces lit automatically as daylight vanished. Emil would be awake. He was a vampire from the Memphis seethe. He was also pudgy, scrupulously well-mannered, and exceedingly well-educated. 
 
    When I entered the clerks’ office, it was obvious that they’d heard that I’d been ordered back to Justice. They were all there. It was the hour of handover from day to night shift.  
 
    “It’s good to have you home,” Urwin said. 
 
    I nodded at the centaur. “I have a question for Emil. If I could borrow you for a couple of minutes?” 
 
    “Of course.” The vampire bounced up.  
 
    “It’s not a private question. You can stay seated. I don’t want to interrupt. I just…is there a book I could borrow on the myths of Elysium, those from the time of familiars?” 
 
    Emil rubbed his nose. “There are such books. Mostly fiction.” 
 
    The other clerks didn’t bother feigning disinterest. They were all smart, inquisitive individuals, and I was the latest curiosity. 
 
    But they were also generous. 
 
    Urwin snorted at Emil. “Get over your scholar’s snobbery. We’ve all bought those books. Familiar books,” he said to me. “We’re curious about how your partnership with Istvan might develop. We’ll bring in our books tomorrow for you to read.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I took a cleansing breath and gazed around the room. “You’ve added more screens. Slates,” I corrected myself, using the Faerene term. I peered at the newest. It showed a map of the North American Magisterial Territory with flames dancing over it in five locations. 
 
    “It tracks the work of the Reclamation Team,” Urwin said. “Velma is interfacing with them.” He glanced toward the door. 
 
    I became aware of a special sort of silence, one that is born of spooked stillness. It was the sort of silence that meant the teacher had returned unexpectedly to the schoolroom or that a predator had been sighted. 
 
    I looked.  
 
    Rory stood just inside the room. 
 
    Usually, he resembled the archetypal boy-next-door. Tall and rangy, his muscles loose and relaxed, brown hair with a red tinge to it, and his gray eyes smiling. Usually. 
 
    Just now, his body screamed of tension: as if all the violence in the world was contained inside him. 
 
    I ran to him. 
 
    He took two paces forward and caught me tight. 
 
    With my face against his throat, the world finally steadied. I heard the clatter of hooves and shoes as the clerks vacated their office, giving us privacy. “I freaked out. I was rude to Dorotta and short with Nils.” 
 
    “They’ll survive.” 
 
    But he hadn’t been sure that I wouldn’t turn on him, too. Or rather, that I wouldn’t turn away, run, retreat, freeze up. His feral, possessive embrace gave him away. 
 
    I hugged him harder. “You know before…before I left on circuit, I was scared that I wanted you because you made me feel safe. Normal. Wanted. Stupid, clumsy words.” I thumped his back, frustrated at myself. I drew away just enough to meet his eyes. “Learning that the Fae Council wants to shut me away from the Faerene, lock me up here in Justice. It made everything clear. I want you, Rory. Just you. For yourself. And I’m not letting anyone change that,” I added fiercely. “I don’t care that it’s going to cause trouble for you. Well, I care, but you’re mine. You call to my heart.” I deliberately used the werewolf phrase for recognizing one’s soulmate.  
 
    Rory kissed me savagely, spinning us around so that I was trapped between his body and the stone wall. “Always yours.”  
 
    I clawed at his back, trying to drag him even closer, as I matched his passion. If the Faerene didn’t want to treat humans as their equals, then they’d try to destroy what was between Rory and me. I wouldn’t let them. 
 
    He growled as I arched up into him.  
 
    The Faerene had taken from me the world I’d been born into. All the technological comforts and security of the twenty first century were gone. But they wouldn’t take Rory. Him, I’d fight for. 
 
    “Don’t let anyone tell you we don’t belong together.” His teeth scraped my throat.  
 
    I whimpered and he lifted me. Instinctively, I locked my legs around his waist.  
 
    His gray eyes flickered with amber, shot through with lightning, as he thrust against me. I tangled a hand in his hair, kissing him, teasing till his tongue invaded and filled me with the taste of him. 
 
    My shirt was out of my trousers and half-unbuttoned, his hand squeezing and caressing my breasts, when Berre’s loud voice interrupted us. “Don’t zap the messenger! Also, I’m not looking.” 
 
    Rory growled. 
 
    “And I’m mated.” Berre was teasing, but he was also apologetic. He wouldn’t have interrupted us unless he had to.  
 
    I unlocked my legs and slid down my lover’s body.  
 
    Rory’s breath was hot against my throat. He still crowded me against the wall, but evidently realized that Berre’s interruption meant we couldn’t continue. He eased back and rebuttoned my shirt, while I watched the sweep of his dark eyelashes against the silky skin beneath his eyes. 
 
    I had to keep my palms flattened against the wall or I would have reached for him. I was as possessive as he was. 
 
    “What?” His growl told Berre it was safe to look and to speak. 
 
    “Istvan wants to talk to you. Both of you, now.” 
 
    The lovely, mindless heat of arousal cooled. 
 
    Rory nodded acknowledgement and dismissal to Berre. Istvan’s office was next door. We walked in, and Istvan was onscreen. 
 
    The griffin’s sharp gaze took in Rory’s and my closeness as Rory positioned us in front of the screen with my back to his chest. 
 
    “Dorotta briefed me,” Rory said.  
 
    Istvan clacked his beak. “The official Fae Council edict came through to my slate. I’ve forwarded it to you. Amy is to stay in Justice, her parole allows for day trips. By nightfall she must be back in town.” 
 
    “Why?” I burst out. 
 
    “That is what we must discover,” Istvan said. “Piros isn’t happy about it, and he has allies who agree with us, both on the Fae Council as well as in less obvious positions of power. We will not allow agendas to be pursued which result in a sentient race being considered lesser.” 
 
    He meant humans.  
 
    “Amy.” Istvan’s tone gentled.  
 
    “I’m sorry I reacted badly.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You reacted naturally. However, we cannot overlook that this may be part of an attempt to destroy your trust in me.” 
 
    “That won’t happen. I promise.” 
 
    Rory’s thumbs caressed my inner arms, not so incidentally rubbing the sides of my breasts. 
 
    Despite everything, I smiled. From watching Berre and Yana together, I knew werewolves had no problems at all with public displays of affection. I could embrace that attitude. I hugged Rory’s arms. 
 
    Istvan chuckled. “Well, I can see that it didn’t destroy your trust in Rory.” 
 
    The werewolf in question nuzzled my temple.  
 
    “I got mad,” I said. “And that clarified some things. One of them was how I feel about Rory.” I loved him. “Actually, I knew before today.” I wriggled around to face Rory. “I missed you.” 
 
    We had a minute or so of lose-your-mind kisses before Istvan “ahem’d” loudly. 
 
    I was flushed, but not blushing with embarrassment, when I faced forward again. “Sorry. Distracted.” 
 
    Rory laughed, and the rumble in his chest vibrated through me.  
 
    Istvan had been focused off-screen. At my apology, he returned his attention to us. “Amy, I have a piece of information for you that we can speculate about another day. Then I need to discuss some operational matters with Rory.” 
 
    We waited expectantly. 
 
    “A kraken made a point of speaking with me privately at Tenger. Xi was interested in you, Amy. He mentioned that people are playing games that involve you. I’m afraid I discounted his warning. Kraken are notoriously insular. Not the best people to consult on political matters. I mistakenly believed that investigating what he implied had a lower priority than other issues.” 
 
    Rory’s playfulness vanished. Readiness for battle tensed his muscles. 
 
    “When I asked for books on humanity’s ancient myths, I was following a suggestion from Xi. The kraken mentioned that we’ve only monitored Earth for three millennia. What happened before then we can only construct from the traces that remain.” 
 
    “Including humanity’s garbled memory, as recalled via myths and legends,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed. Amy, Xi was intrigued by your idea that humans possessed magic that the Faerene were unable to detect from Elysium. My impression was that he agreed with you.” 
 
    Rory gave my hip an absent-minded caress. “Kraken are weak magic users. How much would Xi know about it?” 
 
    “He left me with the implication that he’d like to meet Amy one day.” 
 
    I considered that. “How big is a kraken?” 
 
    Istvan’s intense manner relaxed. “Tentacles included, an adult male such as Xi is larger than Piros. The salt water supports them.” Whereas magic had to bolster aerodynamics for Piros to fly. 
 
    “Rory.” Istvan was ready to change the subject. Time was precious. He had competing demands on his, and we could consider the kraken’s interest in me individually before discussing it. 
 
    I’d have to do some research. My knowledge of ancient history and mythology was thin. A comparative study of human and Faerene histories would be wise. 
 
    While I mused on my plans, Istvan and Rory agreed on revised guard assignments. Dorotta would stay with Istvan on circuit, enabling them to have a flying member of the group beside Istvan, himself. Here in Justice, Yana would assume primary responsibility for me. 
 
    I bit my tongue. I would have primary responsibility for me, but I could accept the female werewolf as my main companion when roaming outside the hall. 
 
    Nils was being released to investigate “certain matters pertaining to Amy”—Istvan’s words. 
 
    I refrained from questioning him. For now. I trusted him, and his increasingly terse manner made it clear that he was under a time crunch. 
 
    “Final point,” he said. “I’ve insisted that Nora present her complete monitoring plan for Amy to me by midnight. I will forward it to you.” He could have meant either Rory or me. It worked out the same. “Ensure that Nora follows it. Any variations have to be approved by me. I will scatter sticks if she exceeds her mandate.” He signed off after a brief good-bye. 
 
    “Scatter sticks?” I asked Rory. 
 
    “A griffin term for raising holy hell.” 
 
    I stared at the blank screen, unsure of what to do next. 
 
    Rory suffered no such uncertainty. “Dinner. Peggy wants to feed you.” 
 
    Sharing a meal was the best way to reintegrate into the life of the hall.  
 
    With the court on circuit, life was less formal. Guards, clerks and household staff were free to share a meal in the large kitchen. This was Peggy’s space and she ruled it. She was an excellent cook as well as the most talkative person I’d ever met. Either the excellence of her cooking or the fact that people were still settling into Justice and their jobs meant that most ate in the kitchen at the beginning and end of their shifts as well as coming together for their midday/midnight meal. 
 
    “Amy, love! They sent you back to us. Best place for you. And such rubbish, saying anyone’d be scared of you.” Peggy’s rush of words was the equivalent of a hug from anyone else. She was a plump, pretty goblin and the matriarch of her extended family, a significant number of whom were counted among the hall’s permanent and maintenance staff. “I’ve been looking after your family.” 
 
    I glanced at the silver mirror hanging on a side wall. “Thank you.” 
 
    Istvan had enchanted two small mirrors to serve as communication devices between my adopted human family in Apfall Hill and the magistrate hall. The mirrors weren’t active until we “called” one another, but they had to be monitored so that a call was heard. By Istvan’s command, the hall’s kitchen staff monitored our mirror during the day, and the clerks did so at night.  
 
    When I’d gone on circuit with him, the mirror stayed at the hall, but Istvan had promised he’d patch any call from the mirror through to my personal slate if requested. That had changed the nature of the mirrors’ use from casual communication to only as needed in my mind. However, Peggy and Stella, my adopted grandmother, had struck up a friendship. Age was trapping Stella inside more and more, and Peggy was always willing to talk, even as she worked. It was actually an effective means of introducing my human family to the world of the Faerene, which had undoubtedly been Istvan’s intention. 
 
    Now that I was back in Justice, I could rejoin the chat. 
 
    I could even visit Fort Farm at Apfall Hill and catch up with everyone in person. The terms of my parole allowed me daytrips, and with magicians like Rory capable of opening a portal to anywhere on Earth, a few hours’ visit to the farm was easily made. The Fae Council had to know of that loophole to my comings and goings, so why allow it? Was my lockdown in Justice more for show than reality, or was it that they wanted me here at night?  
 
    Rory nudged me to an empty pair of seats at the kitchen table beside Yana and Berre. That they were empty wouldn’t be accidental. I sat down beside her, and received a one-armed hug and a huge plate of sausages, potato and greens. I upended the gravy boat over my plate and, at his nod, over Rory’s also. 
 
    After my first mouthful, I groaned in appreciation. “It is so good to be home.” The compliment was for Peggy, who beamed. The comment was a statement for everyone that I wasn’t hiding the reality of my return. 
 
    Rory, however, wasn’t willing to discuss it. Not now. “Discussion of Amy’s return and the Fae Council’s edit will wait till after dinner. Give her a chance to eat without indigestion.” 
 
    Peggy lightly cuffed the back of his head. “No one gets indigestion from my food.” 
 
    Her teasing didn’t disguise the fact that everyone obeyed Rory’s order and changed the topic of conversation to the new brewery opening a hundred miles upriver. As head of the magisterial guard unit, in Istvan’s absence Rory was the boss. From talk about the brewery and Melinda’s role in purifying the water it used—Melinda was a unicorn and had been my tutor at the human familiar trials—conversation broke into smaller groups as people discussed beer, brewing and home brewing disasters. It seemed that everyone had a story. If it wasn’t them who’d had bottles explode, then it was a friend of a friend. 
 
    Conversation went from animated to nonexistent in the blink of an eye. 
 
    I looked up from the last piece of pudding that I’d been chasing around my bowl. 
 
    Nora had walked in. 
 
    Either she hadn’t expected the hall staff’s level of loyalty to me (or to Istvan or Rory, both of whom I was connected to) and their subsequent hostility toward her, or else she simply had that much resolution: this was her job and she’d do it. 
 
    The light from the wall sconces drew shimmering golden highlights from her tawny fur and feathers. The crimson rosettes in her fur gleamed like fresh blood. 
 
    Rory stood. “Good evening, Nora.” 
 
    “Good evening.” Her wings were lifted fractionally, revealing her tension. 
 
    “We’ll talk privately, then Oscar can show you your room.” His tone was perfectly polite and Oscar, hall steward and pack member, nodded agreement. However, Rory was making it clear that the hospitality the Fae Council had ordered us to provide their chosen spy was at our discretion. 
 
    Even kind-hearted Peggy didn’t offer Nora refreshment. 
 
    Nora is an ally, the memory of Piros’s advice echoed in my mind.  
 
    We’ll see.  
 
    Rory held out his hand to me and I took it. On the way to the privacy of Istvan’s office, neither of us made conversation with Nora.  
 
    She prowled along uneasily. 
 
    Behind us, a low murmur of conversation resumed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Bright-eyed and slyly amused, Yana watched people assemble in Justice’s town hall. She and I sat to the north side on a bench shared with an elf I didn’t recognize and a lone wolf I did. Callum was the town newspaper’s owner, editor and sole reporter. His single employee was one of Peggy’s nephews, who ran the printing press. 
 
    Callum licked the tip of his pencil as he observed the crowd. 
 
    Yana leaned close to my ear. “Oscar refused Nora’s request to modify the guest chamber.” She smiled at my expression of surprise. 
 
    The reporter edged nearer to us. 
 
    As my bodyguard, Yana sat on my right, on the outside of the bench. Callum sat to my left, but about two arms' lengths away, which was nothing to a werewolf’s hearing. He was eavesdropping, and not even being particularly sneaky about it. So I refrained from questioning Yana. 
 
    Last night, Rory had been curt with the research griffin appointed to monitor me. The rules were relatively simple. She was to be housed at the hall and monitor me for magic and variations in the magic flowing through me. 
 
    Istvan was using my magic, something he’d initially resisted. He employed it to create enchanted objects. I assumed, loyally, that his enchanted objects were better than those of the Atlanta Faerene craft mages. The idea was to study what moderate, frequent drawing of magic through our familiar bond resulted in. So far, my magic load had increased. 
 
    Nora was forbidden from physically touching me without my permission and barred from touching my magic without Istvan’s permission. Moreover, she had no right to my company inside the hall or the town of Justice. However, if I left it, she had to accompany me. 
 
    There went my idea of visiting Apfall Hill. 
 
    The unknown elf on the other side of Callum coughed. There were fourteen of us present to witness proceedings, which was a significant number for an unforeseen meeting on a workday. 
 
    Mayor Bataar had called the meeting for 10 o’clock after a human emissary had entered the town at daybreak and requested a meeting between the town’s leadership and a General Dabiri. 
 
    I was curious to see this general. Was he real? That is, had he been a general back when America had been America and not torn apart by the apocalypse, or was he a self-appointed, possibly good, possibly bad leader? And leader of whom? How were humans self-organizing? 
 
    “Are you aware…ahem, Amy?”  
 
    I blinked at Callum. His hoarse voice had interrupted my thoughts.  
 
    He’d tucked his pencil behind his ear, and his notebook was discarded on the bench between us. Look, ma, it’s off the record!  
 
    A grin twitched at the corners of my mouth. I was naïve in some ways, but not that green. “Yes, Callum?” I said innocently. 
 
    “Do you realize that Bataar wouldn’t have accepted a meeting with General Dabiri if our mayor didn’t want to send a message to the other Faerene that Justice is pro-human?” 
 
    “Is that his only motivation?” I caught a glimpse of Mayor Bataar in the back room, talking with Sabinka, the town’s apothecary, who was the deputy mayor. 
 
    Yana leaned back, tolerantly amused. “Callum’s fishing. He baits the hook with the little bit of information he has, and hopes you’ll spill more.” 
 
    “Hush, you,” was his response to her friendly warning. Callum might be packless by choice, and a registered lone wolf, but he was on good terms with the Hope Fang Pack. “And to answer your question, Amy, yes. There’s nothing Justice needs from humans, so this courtesy to their request to meet with us is a message to the Fae Council.” 
 
    Perhaps that was why Rory had stayed away from this meeting, along with anyone else formally representing the magistrate hall. This was the mayor and the town leadership group’s play. 
 
    I was here at the mayor’s invitation, to observe. 
 
    At five minutes to the hour, Bataar walked in. The handsome centaur wore a gold chain of office over his brown leather vest. His massively muscled arms were bare. When not occupied with mayoral duties, Bataar was a blacksmith. 
 
    Centaurs found it more comfortable to stand through meetings. Deputy Mayor Sabinka, by contrast, was a nymph. She looked human, except for the tree bark pattern on her skin. She chose to sit at a small table, legs crossed at the knee and one shoe dangling. 
 
    Benches along the northern and southern side walls allowed seating for those not actively involved in the meeting. Chairs on both sides could be dragged into position if the human guests wanted to sit. Faerene rooms and furniture had to accommodate many different people. 
 
    The doors opened.  
 
    Four human men entered with an elf as an escort. All four wore the uniform of the United States Army. They immediately scanned the room, as good soldiers in unknown territory should. But the manner in which their gazes halted on the trio of Callum, Yana and me was odd. Surely the military, or former military, had learned that werewolves existed and had a human appearance in one of their three forms? 
 
    “Welcome to the town of Justice. I am Mayor Bataar.” 
 
    A man with short-cropped gray hair responded for the humans. “General Sam Dabiri. Thank you for meeting with us.” 
 
    “Deputy Mayor Sabinka.” Bataar introduced her before acknowledging the fourteen of us on the benches. “And interested parties.” 
 
    Dabiri nodded, and didn’t introduce his men.  
 
    “You may sit or stand as you prefer.” Bataar indicated the chairs. 
 
    The humans chose to stand. They stared forward.  
 
    “We wish to open trade,” Dabiri said bluntly. He stood at parade rest. He was in his late fifties, upright and leanly muscled. There was no paunch for his buttoned jacket to strain over. 
 
    “You have traveled a long way to negotiate,” Bataar responded. “There are Faerene settlements nearer to Washington than us.” 
 
    “We are based in Virginia.” 
 
    “My point stands.” 
 
    The general nodded, once. The clipped movement betrayed no nervousness. “Before the apocalypse began, the Faerene refused the president’s request for a briefing. Since then, the president and his successor have died, along with most of the population, and the nation state of America.” 
 
    “You blame us,” Sabinka said neutrally. 
 
    Dabiri turned his head fractionally to address her. “No, ma’am. I believe that you told us the truth when you spoke of the threat of an invasion by bugs. The Kstvm. Our analysts concluded that your information and actions matched.” 
 
    The soldier nearest us stared at me. 
 
    Yana nudged me. “He likes you. Maybe you could give him a run on the wild side?” She was a good bodyguard, protecting me against more than physical threats. In this instance, she protected me from the stranger’s interest. She’d pitched her voice loud enough to be heard by the soldier. His mouth tightened, and he looked away. 
 
    Why had he stared at me rather than Yana? We both appeared human, and the cut of my black jacket and trousers matched her navy-blue magisterial guard uniform. 
 
    A metaphorical spider crawled down my spine. I shook my head. I refused to allow paranoia to bloom. The fractured and depleted US military couldn’t possibly know that I was a human familiar, a rare human mage. 
 
    “Well, if you don’t want him…” Now she was just teasing. 
 
    “Ma’am?” Dabiri scowled a challenge at Yana for talking out of turn. 
 
    Bataar stamped a hoof. He was in charge of this meeting, not the general. “We don’t owe humans anything.” 
 
    “I am not here to talk of debts.” The general squared his already square shoulders. “I believe you saved us. The cost was catastrophic, but we will rebuild.” 
 
    A murmur passed through the mostly empty town hall. Humanity couldn’t be allowed to rebuild according to its old notion of linear progress. That was what had ripped open the Rift. Directing all resources to one point weakened the shield around our world. 
 
    Bataar was a true statesman. He didn’t debate an issue that was, in his mind, already settled. “What do you want, and why come to Justice for it?” 
 
    “Information.” Dabiri let the single word sit a half-minute. Thirty seconds is a long time in a meeting with non-allies. “We want information on an ongoing basis. We’d like to establish an open line of communication with you.” 
 
    I gripped the edge of the bench, straining not to lean forward and blurt out the first of all the questions I had.  
 
    Bataar had more discipline. Or else, not being human, not being American, he didn’t share my burning need to know what of my government had survived. Who were the “we” Dabiri spoke of? Bataar waited out the general’s second silence. 
 
    Dabiri surveyed the audience. He wanted a response from someone. His body language was subtle, but he wanted this to be a give-and-take, an exchange. 
 
    Beside me, Callum twirled his pencil through his fingers. 
 
    Sabinka covered her mouth and yawned daintily. 
 
    Dabiri finally answered Bataar’s question. “As for why I—we—have travelled to Justice…news of a town emerging overnight got our attention. The other Faerene settlements that we’re aware of have rebuffed our attempts to formally engage with them. The Manhattan wilderness is visible to us, but our boats cannot land there. The colony of elves at Lake Erie told us to leave. I could go on.” 
 
    Sabinka waved her hand in dismissal. “Please, don’t.” 
 
    He nodded. “We want to know what your plans are. What you want from us. We have lost our world. What will you take from us next? How can we avoid losing more? What are your rules, so that we can avoid offending you?” 
 
    “Coexistence is possible without you knowing any of those things,” Bataar said. 
 
    The officer who had stared at me stepped forward. “Colonel Smith,” he identified himself. “Physical coexistence may be possible, but mental coexistence…for humans to heal we need to know that you won’t pull the rug out from under us again. Will you?” 
 
    If this was a scripted good cop/bad cop routine, then Colonel Smith with his fair hair and tall build had been elected to receive the Faerene’s ire. General Dabiri was to be the voice of reason. Smith would challenge. Dabiri would build bridges. 
 
    Smith looked back in my direction. “You already allow some humans here.” 
 
    Yana changed her left hand into a paw complete with scary claws, and waved it at him. “Werewolf. Don’t assume.” 
 
    I hadn’t seen a partial shift before. Nervousness combined with genuine amusement at the contrast between her weaponized hand and her schoolmarm’s tone prompted a giggle from me. 
 
    Smith frowned. 
 
    Actually, all four of the men did. 
 
    “To clarify.” Bataar regained their attention. “You don’t want to trade with us. In fact, you bring us no value. But you want us to adopt you and feed you information on the Faerene presence in the North American Territory.” 
 
    “Tell us what you want in trade and we’ll arrange it,” Dabiri said. 
 
    People gasped at the arrogance of that offer.  
 
    A faint smile relaxed the general’s expression. “My offer is not as ridiculous as it sounds. Human society is restructuring to survive. Tell us what we can trade with you and we’ll factor that into our resource allocation.” 
 
    Beside me, Callum gave a grunt of approval. This was a promise Dabiri could make. 
 
    “Who is the ‘we’ you speak for?” Bataar posed the question I’d been burning to ask. 
 
    Dabiri’s fists clenched. “Our nation is gone. However, the desire—the need—to protect the people who survived remains. That is true for me and for others who swore an oath to defend America. Our ships are gone or are rusting metal hulks devoid of a means of propulsion. Our aircraft are utterly gone. But the will to protect our people is strong.” 
 
    “You are a militia,” Sabinka said. 
 
    Bataar and her were playing their own version of good cop/bad cop with the nymph stating the unpalatable truths. 
 
    “And proud of that fact, ma’am.” Dabiri met her gaze. He uncurled his fists. “We are a dispersed force. That is logistical commonsense. People do what is needed on the ground. To the extent that there is a central command, information feeds into our headquarters at Norfolk, Virginia, and warnings and advice go out. Reinforcements and supplies, as well, when we can afford them.” 
 
    I had a sudden suspicion of how his militia operated. The caravans of humans traders and refugees provided a low key means of covering territory without exciting suspicion. Those caravans that had visited Apfall Hill had always contained at least a few ex-military guards. Now, I questioned how “ex” those guards had been. 
 
    And if they had been militia members they could have fed their central command news about me. 
 
    I stared at Colonel Smith. 
 
    He stared back. 
 
    It had been my decision to share some of my story with the people of Apfall Hill; enough of the story that they wouldn’t fear Dorotta returning to kidnap anyone else. I’d asked my adopted brother Jarod to tell them the part of the story that outlined how I, along with ninety nine others from around the globe, had been brought to a testing ground in the mountains of Turkey, south of the Black Sea, to be matched with a Faerene magician and bonded as their familiar. 
 
    Someone had shared a description, perhaps even a sketch of me, with Colonel Smith. He recognized me. 
 
    Did they think I was a traitor or their way into Faerene society? 
 
    “Your reach can’t be the whole of your former nation,” Sabinka stated. 
 
    Rather than clarify the extent of his authority, Dabiri smirked. “Old ties of loyalty remain. We plan on re-establishing the postal service, at least between major cities. Communication is the glue.” He spread his hands. “Which is why we’re here.” 
 
    Bataar stamped his hoof. “Very well.” The finality in his tone indicated his intent to close the meeting. “We will consider your request for a line of communication to the Faerene in exchange for yet to be determined trade goods.” He looked at Sabinka, who fractionally shook her head. “We will not offer you hospitality while we consider your uninvited offer. You may either camp twenty miles from us, or leave and return in a month’s time.” 
 
    A month? I hadn’t thought they’d take that long to reach a decision. 
 
    I might have been surprised, but none of the four militia men reacted. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dabiri said. “If I may, I’d like to request an escort. That way we’ll set up camp on a site that won’t offend anyone.” 
 
    The elf who’d escorted them in, nodded to Bataar.  
 
    The mayor thanked Police Constable Oberon, “who will show the humans to a suitable site for an overnight camp tonight, and a suitable location for their month’s stay.” The centaur addressed Dabiri. “Unless you change your mind and withdraw your request to trade with us.” 
 
    “We won’t change our minds.” Colonel Smith stared at me. “We need you.” 
 
    Yana swore under her breath. 
 
    “They definitely know who she is,” she said to Rory half an hour later in Istvan’s office. 
 
    The mayor and deputy mayor, not to mention Callum, the newspaper editor, had all agreed with her conclusion—and mine. The humans, or a few important ones, knew who I was, what I was (to some extent) and where I was. The leaders of Justice were keen to let that be purely a magistrate hall problem. So here we were: Rory, Yana, Berre and me. 
 
    The three werewolves sat or stood. 
 
    I paced. “They’ll know about my family. If you want to control someone, control their family.” 
 
    Rory snagged me and pulled me into his body. 
 
    Last night I’d slept alone. I’d been exhausted after the emotional upheaval of the day, and he’d muttered something about troths and customs and not taking advantage of me. Even if we hadn’t yet made love, his body felt like home; a comfort and a refuge. 
 
    “I have to protect my family.” 
 
    He rubbed his hand up and down my spine. “Istvan has put protections in place. Cervene is merely the obvious one.” 
 
    Cervene was a red dragon, one of Piros’s cousins, and Istvan had arranged for her to include Apfall Hill in her territory. She’d even met with the townsfolk to introduce herself. It hadn’t just been an introduction. It had been a potent warning for anyone with any sense: the Faerene were watching and would react with overwhelming force against anyone who hurt my family. I was the magistrate’s familiar and my family were under his protection. 
 
    “You can talk to them via the mirror. Give them a heads up to be alert, to be wary of strangers.” 
 
    I summoned a rueful smile. “We’re always wary of strangers these days.” I clutched his shirt. “But it mightn’t be a stranger. What if Apfall Hill has already been infiltrated? We took in a lot of ex-military as new settlers.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate your family.” Rory paused. “And tell them that if they need help, to ask. There are pack members who can travel north.” 
 
    Berre opened his mouth as if to question that statement. Yana’s elbow in his ribs silenced him. 
 
    Nonetheless, I could guess at his incipient protest. With a new pack, new members would be better near their leader. Near Rory. 
 
    Rory frowned, the byplay of his packmates seeming to pass unnoticed. I doubt it did, though. “When Istvan finishes the day court, I’ll inform him of the general’s approach. Bataar will want to know Istvan’s preference, to deal with them or not. The group Dabiri represents is documented and from what you say, he was overstating his reach. They are organized, but they pushed their limits to reach us here.” 
 
    I was briefly distracted. “Is there a human group in control around here?” 
 
    “No overarching organization,” Yana said. “Which is presumably how the general and his men managed to talk their way through. That or the locals don’t want to deal with us, yet.” 
 
    Rory tugged at my braid. “They’re probably waiting to see how the vampire seethe in Memphis behaves.” 
 
    “If the vampires are all like Emil, people will think the Faerene are sweet,” I returned. 
 
    He grinned at me. “We are.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at that blatant fib. “I’m going to call my family. They should be at lunch.” We were a farming family at Apfall Hill, which meant we ate early and generously. “Do you mind if I call them in here or will it distract you?” 
 
    Rory’s expression gentled into one that actually could be called sweet. He recognized the trust I offered him; that I wanted him to hear my conversation with my family and my warning to them. He kissed me. 
 
    The faint scuff of boots signaled Yana and Berre’s retreat. Since both werewolves could move silently, that was them being tactful. 
 
    Rory took full advantage of the privacy to deepen the kiss. When he pulled back a fraction, passion tautened his face in stern lines of self-control. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    “Yes!” Shock at the unexpected question jolted the instinctive, soul-true answer from me. “Do—” 
 
    This kiss made all the others seem tame. I was gasping for breath and lying sprawled on the desk before he let me up for air. 
 
    Breathing is over-rated. I tried to pull him back over me. 
 
    “You had…a question?” He was out of breath, too. 
 
    “Huh?” I traced his jawline, admiring the masculine beauty of him. I loved the sensation of the slight scrape of bristles against my skin. He was mine and he wanted me to be his and… “Oh. Do Faerene marry?” 
 
    “Vows at the all-faiths temple. We can write our own or…” Color burned across his cheekbones. “I like the mate oath.” 
 
    “Then we’ll use that.”  
 
    His thumb brushed my lips. “Without knowing what it says?” 
 
    “Trust you.” I was floating in the sense of being surrounded by him. “Love you.” 
 
    A thought pierced my euphoria. I sat up suddenly, pushing him back. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” His gaze scanned the room, urgently seeking the threat. 
 
    With one hand on his chest, I laid down the law. “I am not waiting to marry you till Pavel makes me a ridiculously over the top wedding dress!” 
 
    Rory collapsed laughing into a chair and dragged me onto his lap. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I smoothed a hand over my hair. I’d rebraided it after cuddle and kisses time with Rory. He loved my hair loose. To him, as a werewolf, my unbound hair was a symbol of our intimacy. And given the way I shivered and melted when he stroked his hands through it, I understood why. I took a deep breath and darted into the kitchen. I didn’t want to answer questions just yet. Rory and I agreed that Istvan had to be the first Faerene we told about our engagement. 
 
    But the very first people I’d tell would be my family. 
 
    Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. 
 
    I snatched up the mirror hanging on the kitchen wall and rushed back to Istvan’s office. 
 
    Rory sat behind the desk. The papers and maps we’d pushed aside were back in place, neatly arranged. However, his attention was on the door, waiting for my return.  
 
    I waved the mirror at him. “I’ll warn them about the army’s interest in me first, and then, I’ll tell them about us.” 
 
    “They’ll be welcome at the ceremony.” He gripped the arms of his chair, forcing himself to stay seated and on the far side of the desk. Just being in the same room together was a terrible temptation to abandon our responsibilities. “I’ll open a portal for them if they’re willing to visit Justice.” 
 
    “They will be.” I pressed the button that would signal the other mirror that I was calling. 
 
    Jarod’s face came into view. “Amy? Aren’t you on circuit?” 
 
    “I was, but the Faerene found me a distraction,” which was a polite, evasive understatement. “I’m back at Justice, and had an interesting meeting this morning. Did I interrupt lunch?” 
 
    “Just clearing away. Everyone’s here.” 
 
    I readjusted my slightly sweaty grip on the mirror. “Oh good. Let me just prop the mirror up…” A hook appeared on the wall in front of me, courtesy of Rory’s magic. I tilted the mirror away from me and mouthed “thanks” at him before hanging it. Then I stepped into view of it. Jarod had also hung his mirror, angling it so that I could see everyone sinking back into their seats around the kitchen table at Fort Farm. 
 
    I’d lucked out that they were all there: Stella, whose home it was; Digger, a former army sergeant and my adopted father; his friend Mike, also ex-army and Jarod and Craig’s dad. They were both there, along with Niamh. The last three were like siblings. We had each other’s backs, even if we didn’t always agree with one another. I was closest to Jarod. 
 
    “A General Dabiri met with the mayor of Justice this morning.” I saw no signs of anyone recognizing the name.  
 
    Mike, who was the most connected to the veterans’ network both before and after the apocalypse, shook his head.  
 
    “I arrived back in Justice yesterday. The meeting with General Dabiri was unscheduled. He arrived with three others, and a dozen more men whom he’d traveled with stayed just outside town. Mayor Bataar agreed that I could attend the meeting, which was public and held in the town hall. Fourteen of us sat in the audience. I was with Yana.” They’d met Yana via the mirrors and knew she was a werewolf. “The only other human representative who introduced himself was a Colonel Smith. He looked straight at me and implied that he knew who I was and that they expected my assistance.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye I saw Rory come around the desk to stand just out of sight of the mirror. He was there for me, but not intruding. 
 
    My family in Apfall Hill absorbed my information in silence.  
 
    Silence wasn’t Jarod’s preferred state of being. “How could they know who you are?”  
 
    I was glad he didn’t say what I am.  
 
    Human mage. Human familiar. 
 
    “The caravans,” Niamh said.  
 
    Mike rubbed a hand over his bald head. “The guards are ex-military. Some of them have mentioned a militia based in Virginia.” 
 
    “Norfolk,” I said. “General Dabiri claimed it was their command central.” 
 
    Mike sighed loudly. He sighed when he got aggravated. It was his concession to Stella’s rule against swearing in the house. “I haven’t heard of a Dabiri, but I can ask around.” 
 
    “Sam Dabiri. Late fifties, gray hair, likely was black before. Lebanese descent, maybe.” I gave what information I could. 
 
    “Iranian,” Craig said. “There was a singer in Nashville with that name.” He left it at that. Pre-apocalypse, he’d been a roadie. Craig didn’t like to talk about the past. 
 
    “Promotion to general might be recent,” Mike muttered. “Sh—” He cut himself off. 
 
    Niamh leaned forward. “Colonel Smith?” 
 
    “Forties. Blond, tall guy. Cold blue eyes. Kind of how Hollywood used to portray a bad guy. Threatening but holding back. Nothing really to identify him.” 
 
    “Maybe he really is a spy. Was a spy.” Excitement crept into Jarod’s voice. 
 
    Digger didn’t care about the personalities involved. “What did they want?” 
 
    “From me? I don’t know. General Dabiri told the mayor they wanted to open a dialogue with Justice, that none of the other Faerene settlements they knew of would do so, and that they wanted to learn how to get along in this new world order. He offered to trade whatever the mayor wanted in exchange for an open line of communication. His words. He wanted information.” 
 
    My family looked worried. Digger put their fear into words. “Information on the Faerene. Information you could provide.” 
 
    I bit my lip, winced, and spoke. “What if he tries to use you for leverage? Rory.” I glanced at him. “He says you’re protected, but should be alert. Let us know if there’s anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    Rory came and stood beside me. “If your instinct says danger, trust it and call us. And if the threat feels pervasive rather than acute, I can send someone to stay with you. A werewolf wouldn’t be immediately obvious as a Faerene. But I believe you are safe.” 
 
    “This is the pressure Istvan predicted,” Stella said. “We’re Amy’s weak point if people want to threaten her.” 
 
    “You’re her strength,” Rory said quietly. “You’re her family. And you will be okay, I promise. But you have a right to know of people’s questionable interest in you.” 
 
    Mike’s temper broke and he swore. “People we’ve trusted and let into town are spying on us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    “Honey, this is not your fault,” Jarod said instantly. 
 
    Mike surged up. His chair fell over. “Hell—heck, no! Those b—” 
 
    Digger spoke over him. “People want power, and some have few scruples about how they get it. Some may even believe they’re justified in gathering information. Trust and respecting hospitality is secondary to their mission.” 
 
    I could see Colonel Smith thinking that way. 
 
    I clasped Rory’s hand. “In better news.” 
 
    My family ceased their angry spluttering. 
 
    I raised Rory’s and my joined hands. “Rory and I are getting married.” 
 
    Stunned silence. 
 
    Then Jarod squeaked. “I knew it was serious!” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Digger said in his deep voice. 
 
    The two responses released a wave of exclamations and good wishes. If my family had doubts about me marrying a werewolf—and how could they not?—they loved me enough not to share them. 
 
    “The ceremony is tomorrow,” Rory said. 
 
    I stared at him. “Tomorrow?” I almost lost my voice. 
 
    He ignored our audience. “Do you want to wait?” 
 
    Since we’d agreed to wait for marriage before we had sex… “Nope! Tomorrow sounds great.” 
 
    He kissed me. 
 
    Craig wolf-whistled.  
 
    Smooched up against Rory, I listened to him plan out my family’s involvement. “The ceremony will be held in the all-faiths temple here at three o’clock. It’s a very brief ceremony, but I think Amy would like you to be there. If you’d prefer not—” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” Stella and Niamh said in unison. 
 
    Mike laughed. “No woman would willingly miss a wedding.” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” Digger’s echo was a promise. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
    Rory ran a caressing hand down my back. “Someone will collect you at eleven o’clock tomorrow. That will give you time with Amy, and a chance to familiarize yourself with the town and adjust to being among Faerene. You’ll be returned in the evening. Via portal.” 
 
    “So cool,” Jarod shouted. “I’ll do your hair. I took your advice, Amy, and I’m a hairdresser now. First haircuts happened, yesterday. What will you wear?” 
 
    “Gossip later,” Rory said bluntly. “Amy and I have a lot to organize.” 
 
    “He only proposed this morning.” 
 
    Stella dabbed at her eyes and blew her nose. “Romantic.” 
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow.” I had problems with my tear ducts, too.  
 
    Jarod wrapped Stella up in a hug.  
 
    “Eleven o’clock,” Digger confirmed. 
 
    Rory turned off the mirror.  
 
    I hid my face against his shoulder. Or tried to. 
 
    He didn’t allow it. He provided a handkerchief, kisses and words of comfort, but also reminded me that we needed to talk with Istvan. “There are a few things we need to organize.” 
 
    “Just a few.” I hiccupped and laughed at the same time.  
 
    Rory grabbed his slate from the desk, keeping one arm around me while he sent a message to Istvan. “Can you return to the hall? We need to talk in person.” 
 
    Evidently court had finished for the daylight hours because Istvan responded immediately. “Ten minutes. My office.” 
 
    “What shall we do for ten minutes?” Rory’s grin was wickedly inviting. 
 
    “Not that. I don’t need to start this discussion muddled, and that’s what your kisses do.” 
 
    He smiled at me, proud rather than repentant, and stole a kiss. Just one. Well, two. However, we were standing decorously when Istvan walked in. 
 
    “We’re getting married,” I blurted out. 
 
    Rory laughed. 
 
    I had at least managed to hold back the announcement till the doors shut behind Istvan. I peeked at him. “Do you mind?” 
 
    He prowled forward, big and black and lethal. He touched my face with his beak, which was smooth and cool and oh so dangerous. Then he repeated the preening gesture of approval with Rory. “Congratulations. I am glad for you.” 
 
    I fiercely hugged my magician partner, and he bore it well.  
 
    His wing tip fluttered against my back. He’d worked out a way to return my impulsive hugs. 
 
    “The ceremony is tomorrow at three o’clock. I thought that would fit your schedule best, but we can change the time.” But not the day, was the bit Rory didn’t add out loud. 
 
    “Three o’clock is fine,” Istvan said. “I am surprised that this happened so quickly.” His concern was courteously expressed. 
 
    I returned to Rory’s side. “I missed Rory,” I said simply. “I’ve lost a lot of people.” I presumed my parents were dead. Mom had been in Los Angeles when the apocalypse began, and Dad in Europe. Rates of survival were so low that hoping for them to still be alive hurt more than accepting the worst. I’d lost friends. I’d lost the world I grew up in. “I’ve never missed anyone like I missed Rory. It was part of me gone. I think that’s why I was so off-balance in Atlanta. One person’s presence can’t make the world make sense. But Rory makes my life make sense.” 
 
    He growled at that, and nuzzled my temple. 
 
    “So when he asked me to marry him, the ‘yes’ came from my heart. We belong together.” 
 
    Rory wrapped me up in his arms, possessive but also caring. “And that’s why I asked Amy to marry me. Waiting wouldn’t have changed that I am hers. Marriage makes the truth in our hearts official.” 
 
    “Good,” Istvan said. “I had to be sure that the Fae Council’s edict hadn’t sparked this.” 
 
    “They’re not that important,” Rory said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at his confidence. 
 
    “Honestly, Amy. Politics we can handle. And if the issue comes down to magic…” He and Istvan exchanged a long look, before Istvan nodded and Rory concluded. “We have more firepower.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “So forget the Fae Council and their squawks. We have a wedding to organize.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I wore a red dress. In werewolf culture, red was the traditional color for a wedding gown. Mine was a scoop-necked dress which clung to my body before flaring from my hips to reach to mid-calf. It wasn’t overly elaborate. I had been firm with Pavel, and he’d worked magic (literally) to have it ready for the ceremony. The red shoes from the cobbler had perilously high heels so that I looked Rory in the eyes. 
 
    He wore his uniform as Guard Master of the North American Territory.  
 
    Everyone else was either in uniform—including Digger and Mike, the latter of whose jacket wouldn’t quite button—or in their best day dress. 
 
    Rory and I had remained in control of our wedding for about a minute after the announcement. That was just enough time for Yana to hug me, then make eye contact with Peggy and reach an unspoken agreement that they’d take charge. 
 
    Peggy handled the food. Yana handled the guests. 
 
    I’d heard Rory say that we wanted a private ceremony. 
 
    Private. Simple.  
 
    I’d heard him say it. Apparently, no one else had. Or else, like Istvan, our naivety merely amused them. 
 
    The all-faiths temple building had an open structure to allow for the largest of worshipers and also for the requirements of different faiths. 
 
    For our wedding, the temple space was full. So was its yard. So were the streets outside. 
 
    I walked in from the north. 
 
    Rory entered from the south. 
 
    Fae King Harold and the rest of the Fae Council were present. So were the Faerene from the human familiar trials. So were werewolves. All the packs had sent representatives—at least a quarter of their members.  
 
    Whether we wanted to be or not, Rory and I were a symbol of Earth’s possible future: one of love and mutual respect across its different peoples. 
 
    My family were coping admirably with the influx of Faerene. Rory’s pack and the hall staff surrounded them as a living barrier from curious, if well-intentioned, strangers. 
 
    The temple chaplain welcomed everyone and led us in a short prayer. Then it was Rory’s turn. 
 
    He took my left hand in his right. “Will you be my Beloved, Amy, and journey with me through life.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The mate oath was simple, but it sent shivers through me. Its simplicity only enhanced the power of it. There was no spelling out the details of what we’d be to each other. It was about committing ourselves unreservedly to love. 
 
    “Will you be my Beloved, Rory.” I clasped his left hand with my right. “And journey with me through life?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    With our hands clasped and looking into each other’s eyes, we completed the ceremony. “May the Infinite Love who creates and sustains the universe bless our union.” 
 
    “Amen.” So be it, the crowd responded. 
 
    No one had to encourage Rory to kiss the bride. His lips were warm and eager, cherishing, against mine. 
 
    Shouts, howls, claps, whistles and stomps celebrated our marriage. 
 
    Gathering everyone for the ceremony had taken far longer than the ceremony itself. But longest of all was the receiving line afterward. Istvan and Digger stood with us. Yana had decreed that. Jarod would have happily volunteered to stand as my human family, but his enthusiasm might lead to disaster. The others most definitely hadn’t volunteered, except for Stella, but her sense of duty couldn’t be matched by her limited physical stamina. Peggy would watch over her. 
 
    I smiled, shook hands or bowed, and occasionally hugged someone. The unicorn Melinda, who’d been my tutor, was one of those.  
 
    I most definitely didn’t hug the Fae Council.  
 
    Fae King Harold shook Rory’s hand and mine. The other council members merely bowed.  
 
    Istvan returned their bows perfunctorily.  
 
    Tucked between Istvan and me, Digger rubbed his lower back. Bowing wasn’t an American custom. “Sometimes I realize I’m getting old.” 
 
    “You don’t look it.” Sabinka smiled ravishingly at him as they shook hands. “But if you require a little something, Amy can direct you to my shop.” 
 
    Rory’s tiny choke of laughter was confirmation that she’d discreetly propositioned Digger. 
 
    “Thank you,” my adopted dad said formally. 
 
    I peeked at him. 
 
    He was checking out her butt as Sabinka sashayed away. 
 
    The werewolf male, older but robust who was shaking Rory’s hand, grinned. “Sabinka is divine.” 
 
    An elbow landed in his ribs, providing proof that Yana wasn’t the only werewolf female who corrected her mate’s behavior in that fashion. The middle-aged woman smiled at me from around her mate. She pushed him along. 
 
    He hugged me, uninvited. 
 
    Rory shook his head in mock sorrow at the breach of protocol. Females were meant to decide if hugging was appropriate. “Pack leader for the Snarling Heavens Pack, Kieran, and his better half, Josephine.” 
 
    She hugged Rory, then me. “We’ll talk later,” she whispered, and patted my arm. “You have a good man. Just love him.”  
 
    I smiled genuinely. 
 
    They were polite to Digger and respectful to Istvan. Their lack of formality with Rory and me was meant as a sign of acceptance and equality: they wouldn’t discriminate against us or our pack on the basis of my humanity. 
 
    In fact, that seemed to be the overwhelming message of everyone’s presence here, and the Fae Council were taking note of that fact. Human rights had just been affirmed. 
 
    Politics! 
 
    I smiled and shook hands with a trio of goblins. A griffin pressed in behind them, rushing past Rory and me to address Istvan.  
 
    We were finally reaching the end of the people determined to congratulate us personally. It wasn’t all of our guests. At a guess, it was the leaders of packs, clans and business groups, plus political game players. Mayor Konstantin from Atlanta was one of the latter. 
 
    I shook his hand without smiling and turned to the next person. 
 
    Viola, the goblin healer who had been partnered with Chen, hugged me. “Chen gets portal sick,” she explained his absence. “But he sends his good wishes.” 
 
    “Thank you. I hope he’s well.” 
 
    “He is, child. Blessings to you.” Kind and dignified, she didn’t hold up the line, but clasped Digger’s hand. “Well met.” 
 
    I turned my attention to the centaur couple next in line, conscious of Rory’s arm brushing mine. From the outside, a receiving line didn’t seem romantic, but experiencing it was different. Standing beside Rory here was about the two of us as partners, us against the world, and with the anticipation of our marriage night ahead of us. It was both satisfying and tantalizing. 
 
    “Eric is the last of them, thank the gods.” Nils pushed an elf toward us. He stood on the other side of Rory.  
 
    Yana had insisted. To Nils’s attempt at resistance, “I’m an assassin. Assassins don’t stand in receiving lines”, her uncompromising response had been, “You do.” 
 
    Rory had decided the matter. “My friend stands with me.” He’d clasped my hand. “With us.” 
 
    So Nils had. 
 
    Eric staggered a step under the force of Nils’s backslap. “Cousin!” 
 
    “I didn’t know Nils had a cousin here.” I hugged Eric. 
 
    “He’s ashamed of me,” Eric exclaimed loudly. 
 
    Nils snorted. 
 
    “You see! He doesn’t deny it. I’m a lawyer. The family’s shame.” His turquoise eyes sparkled with laughter in his green face. He was a shameless tease. 
 
    People were spreading out and mingling around town, including the Fae Council members. Drinks and nibbles would be followed by an early dinner. It recalled the street party that had celebrated the opening of the magistrate hall just over a week ago, but this was larger. Far larger. No one seemed to mind, though. 
 
    Justice residents provided hospitality both formally in the town hall and at the riverside park, but also informally in pubs and private homes and via street food vendors. I had no idea how so many people would be accommodated to sleep off the celebrations, but I decided that was not my problem. 
 
    I kissed Rory. 
 
    My husband responded immediately, not worried about the rest of the world either. 
 
    However, we weren’t yet at the point where we could disappear. Yana had spelled out our responsibilities. We had to spend an hour with our family and pack first. She and Peggy would have already shepherded my family to the magistrate hall. The pack had lingered, mixing with the crowd and keeping an eye out for trouble. Now, they and my friends regathered around Rory and me to walk to the hall, together. 
 
    Yana had even planned the route. 
 
    We took the long way around and stopped five times. That was fine with me because it turned out that each time we stopped at a celebration fire or feast Rory and I had to kiss. It was kind of a blessing; one that the werewolves greeted with raucous howls. 
 
    When we entered the magistrate hall I looked wistfully at the stairs. Up there was my room, which was now mine and Rory’s.  
 
    “Soon,” he whispered against my ear before gently biting it. 
 
    I shuddered and he growled softly at my response. 
 
    The others had walked ahead, giving us that tiny amount of privacy. Arms around each other’s waists we followed them to the dining room. Peggy and her family had transformed it. Lights like golden fireflies swarmed near the ceiling, swirling in slow-moving patterns.  
 
    Dorotta craned her neck to study them. Her tongue lashed out and she tasted one. 
 
    My life was so strange. I smiled. I was glad that I’d had a chance to talk with her earlier, very briefly, and that she’d accepted my apology for my temper tantrum in Atlanta. She was too good a friend to lose. Even if—she ate a second light as Peggy scolded her—Dorotta was occasionally odd. 
 
    Tables had been pushed into a vague “S” shape to accommodate everyone. 
 
    My family rose at our entrance, while the hall staff who’d been keeping them company faded away. This was a time for family and pack and a few friends like the elves Tineke and Lajos who’d received special invitations. Humans and Faerene mingled surprisingly well. It’s amazing how unifying it is to tease newlyweds. The generous supply of food and drink helped, too. 
 
    Here among those closest to us, Rory and I didn’t stay glued together. Most of the time we kept in touching range, but occasionally someone wanted a private word. 
 
    “I’m very happy for you,” Tineke said to me. 
 
    Lajos watched us from across the room. Or rather, watched her. He loved her, but for all her openness on other subjects, I didn’t know how Tineke felt about him. Weddings stirred up a lot of emotions. 
 
    I refused to think about the people who weren’t here for my wedding, those whom we’d lost in the apocalypse. 
 
    Tineke sipped her wine. “The ceremony was wonderful. A lovely memory for you and Rory, and important for all of us.” 
 
    Human rights, I thought, and nodded. 
 
    “Digger did well,” Tineke said. 
 
    We looked at Digger as he talked with Nils. Both had steins of beer. Both had undone their collars and relaxed, the ordeal of the receiving line complete. 
 
    “He was a good choice,” Tineke said. “People saw his fear of the orcs.” Seven foot plus tall humanoids dressed in their party best, a fashion that emphasized spikiness, had freaked out Digger where he’d coped with dragons. “He was terrified. But he instinctively stepped forward, in front of you. It was only a single step before he controlled himself. But people saw.” 
 
    “The orcs didn’t seem offended. They bowed deeply to Digger.” In response, he’d offered his hand. The handshakes had lingered. 
 
    Tineke reassured me. “His courage impressed them. Everyone has fear, but it’s how you respond to it that matters. Digger’s response was to protect you. People noticed that. Then, when his brain had a second to switch on, he stepped back, accepting that Rory and Istvan wouldn’t let anyone near you who was a threat. He controlled his fear, but what mattered was that his first instinct was to sacrifice himself for your safety. He’s a good man.” 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t want to be so somber, though. “Sabinka thinks so, too.” 
 
    Tineke laughed.  
 
    “Lajos is not so bad, either.” What is it about weddings and the urge to match make—or meddle? 
 
    Rory slipped an arm around my waist, drawing me back against him. “You shouldn’t be noticing other men, sweetling.” 
 
    His intervention was suspiciously timely. I hadn’t considered that he might know the reason why Tineke had frozen her and Lajos’s relationship at the friendship stage.  
 
    Tineke escaped. 
 
    She needn’t have worried. I could take a hint, and wouldn’t have pursued the question of Lajos. 
 
    “Time for toasts.” Yana took away my half-empty glass and replaced it with a full one.  
 
    Rory didn’t get a glass. “We’re to share,” he said. 
 
    Toasts were far preferable to speeches. 
 
    Good wishes showered upon us as our sips slowly lowered the amount of wine in our glass. The pack, our family, and friends took turns in blessing us. 
 
    Jarod smiled at us, misty-eyed. His was the penultimate toast. “For the hope they represent and because they deserve every happiness. God bless. To Amy and Rory.” 
 
    “To Amy and Rory,” people echoed. 
 
    Istvan proposed the final toast. The room was silent. “To Amy and Rory, my friends. May your love grow ever stronger, may fate be kind to you, and may the life you create be ever filled with family, friends and joy.” 
 
    Rory and I drank the final sips of our wine, and he threw the glass up into the air. It transformed into a glittering gold scarf, as thin as silk, which drifted down to wrap around our clasped hands. The gold scarf shrank and separated, forming into two rings: one for each of us. The gold was warm around my ring finger. 
 
    “Gold because our hearts are true,” Rory explained the old tradition as we walked up the stairs to our room. Istvan would escort my family home before he departed at nine thirty. The night was now ours. 
 
    And we enjoyed every minute of it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Istvan opened a portal to Fort Farm in Apfall Hill. Nils passed through it first. When he signaled that all was well, Istvan encouraged Amy’s family to cross after him. Digger went first. Istvan had a new appreciation for Amy’s adopted father after watching him withstand the rigors of the receiving line with all the unfamiliar-to-him Faerene. He could understand why the man and Nils had begun a friendship. They had the same kind of understated courage.  
 
    Jarod and Craig were next, alternately bickering and laughing, both a bit too loud. They’d enjoyed the mead Peggy had set before them. Craig still clutched half a bottle. 
 
    Their father followed with Stella. Mike was silent. He’d been the most reserved, but not unfriendly. Stella and Peggy were as thick as thieves, and in his free hand Mike carried a basket of cakes and other treats that Peggy had pressed on them. 
 
    That left Niamh. She crossed through the portal with Istvan. She’d enjoyed herself at the party, although he’d noticed that she’d cried a little during the toasts. When he’d asked if she was all right—not wanting Amy to become worried about her friend—Niamh had assured him that human women cried at weddings. “Because we’re happy.” 
 
    Females were mysterious creatures. He’d have to deal with one himself, but not tonight. He was due back in Atlanta for the night court in a few minutes. He’d talk with Nora, tomorrow. She had kept a low profile during the wedding festivities, but the droop of her feathers spoke of unhappiness, and somehow that made his heart hurt. Just a little. Not that it meant anything. 
 
    Damnation. Weddings were disturbing events. 
 
    “Home, sweet home,” Stella said. “Justice is lovely,” she added hurriedly, afraid of offending him. 
 
    “I understand,” Istvan said courteously. “Home is where you can relax. Thank you for attending the ceremony. You made Amy happy.” 
 
    The old woman smiled. “Rory makes her happy. They’re a lovely couple. However, I am tired, so I’ll say goodnight, Istvan, and thank you for seeing us home.” 
 
    They all said their goodnights, although it was evident that Jarod and Craig, at least, had no intention of retiring yet. 
 
    Istvan opened a portal to Atlanta. He and Nils crossed through it to the steps of the town hall. Wort and Fiori would already be inside, preparing for the night court. Back in Justice, and shaking with the effort, Mayor Konstantin had used the boost of an enchanted key to open a portal to the city for any who needed to travel back to it. 
 
    “An interesting day.” Nils rocked on his heels, gazing up at the stars. 
 
    A cool wind ruffled Istvan’s feathers. There was magic on the air, too much of it. The excess magic of the flaring leyline hadn’t been absorbed. Istvan would give the enchanters of Atlanta another twenty four hours to demonstrate that they could competently leach it before he intervened.  
 
    Two elves slouched in the shadow of the porch roof, away from the wall sconce over the door. The ends of their cigarettes glowed. Smokers often craved a final hit of tobacco before a court session. 
 
    A large green dragon standing motionless in the shadows on the town hall’s southern side was a less common occurrence.   
 
    Istvan trusted that Nils had noticed Police Constable Mirella’s presence. Not that Nils was on duty at the moment. 
 
    “It’s odd to have a family. Pack.” Nils’s tone was musing. Or it tried to be. Emotion leaked through. 
 
    On Elysium, the assassin had chosen a lonely life. He’d been an outcast because people feared him. His cousin Eric had been one of the few exceptions, but Eric had his own problems. 
 
    Rory didn’t fear Nils, and Amy had taken her cue from Rory and Istvan, and treated Nils as a de facto uncle. Her human family had, in turn, dealt with Nils at her estimation of him. Digger seemed to recognize Nils’s potential for danger, but respected it; approved of it when it meant Amy would be protected. 
 
    Nils’s next observation knocked Istvan out of his smug analysis of the situation. “If they wanted to keep human mages powerless, they shouldn’t have given her to you.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “You and me are more alike than you imagine, Istvan. I was a weapon for the empire. You’re a weapon for justice. But now we belong to people rather than exclusively to a cause. That changes everything.” Nils spoke loudly enough that the smokers and the lurking dragon could hear him. Perhaps he wanted them to. People feared the former assassin, and he’d use that fear to protect his pack. “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Nils.” 
 
    Istvan watched the elf head for their hotel. 
 
    The green dragon emerged from the shadows and followed him. “Goodnight, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Police Constable Mirella.” Istvan entered the town hall. He had much to think on. 
 
    Amy and Rory’s marriage had altered the balance of power, again. Whatever games had been played, their love had been a wildcard. 
 
    Thinking of how their troth had been proven in the gold rings woven from the wedding goblet he nodded, satisfied at the justice of it.  
 
    Good people deserved good outcomes. However, it wasn’t always fate who provided them. 
 
    Piros had meddled.  
 
    Istvan wouldn’t have used Amy and Rory’s wedding for political purposes, but the red dragon was more ruthless. Istvan forgave him. They were different personalities, but Istvan trusted Piros’s political instincts to be moderated by genuine compassion and commitment to the highest values of Faerene society: equality, justice, and continuity. 
 
    Those who played political games forgot that others had power, too. Then they were shocked when it was exercised against them. Less than a year after its founding, Civitas was in danger of becoming a hothouse. People there had fallen into the trap of over-estimating the importance of their games. Piros had used Amy and Rory’s wedding as a warning. 
 
    More precisely, he’d used their wedding as an informal referendum on how the Faerene across Earth, and not just the game players based in Civitas, saw the future. 
 
    The resounding answer had been that the Faerene of the Migration accepted humanity as their equals. 
 
    Istvan was proud of his people. He was also relieved. The mystery of the kraken Xi’s interest in Amy had yet to be solved, but that was better done with Amy protected and accepted by the Faerene, than attempting it in secret or in opposition to the Fae Council. 
 
    He clacked his beak sharply, impatient with the puzzle of a kraken caring about terrestrial matters.  
 
    Seated at the clerk’s desk in the temporary courtroom, Wort looked up, then at the clock.  
 
    Istvan followed his gaze. There were two minutes till the court session began at ten o’clock. He preened a couple of feathers, settling his thoughts. When he presided, justice warranted his complete attention. 
 
    A weapon of justice, Nils had called him. It was true. But for mercy to have space to flourish, justice had to clear the way. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Istvan preferred to hunt at dawn, and given the tightness of his flight muscles, he needed the exercise today to relax him. 
 
    Unfortunately, a magistrate’s time wasn’t always his own. 
 
    Nils caught Istvan before he could exit the hotel roost. “I have information. Dorotta, you’ll want to hear this, too.” 
 
    The copper dragon curled to the side blinked her golden lashes. “I always do,” she said, shamelessly admitting her love for intelligence gathering. 
 
    Nils glanced at the closed door to Radka’s room, but chose not to wake the nymph. “Mirella, the police dragon, hoped to speak with you last night, Dorotta, but…” 
 
    “I stayed on to party in Justice.” 
 
    And probably to speak with Piros, Istvan thought. 
 
    “Mirella is concerned about Dux Cyril.” 
 
    The door to Radka’s room cracked open. The nymph emerged, shrugging a coat on over her nightgown. Her hair was messy and her eyelids drooping. 
 
    Nils stiffened at her presence. “Mirella’s news was disturbing enough that I investigated immediately. Dux Cyril is holding a prisoner at Hemlock’s workshop.” He caught Radka as she swayed. 
 
    She’d remembered a coat, but forgotten her shoes. Her bare toes curled against the stone floor, a tree nymph instinctively trying to reach the comfort of the earth. “What…who?” Her stiff lips could barely form the question. 
 
    Most telling was the fact that she didn’t question Nils’s assertion. Radka believed her ex-partner to be capable of imprisoning someone. 
 
    Istvan and Dorotta exchanged a worried look. Just what sort of damaging relationship had Radka torn herself away from to come and work for him? 
 
    Nils pressed Radka into a chair. His hand lingered a moment on her shoulder. “The prisoner is human.” 
 
    “Human?” all three of them repeated in shock. 
 
    “I spent the night observing their preparations. Cyril and Hemlock. They cleared the floor of his workshop and chalked in runes, complicated arrangements that include enchanted objects. More enchanted objects than Hemlock could have made alone.” 
 
    Dorotta followed Nils’s thought. “You don’t think they’re acting alone?” 
 
    The elf guard shrugged. “I only saw the two of them with the prisoner. Others might have contributed the enchanted objects without knowing the true purpose Cyril intends for their use.” 
 
    “Which is?” Istvan prompted. 
 
    Radka’s fingers dug into the skirt of her coat like claws. 
 
    Dorotta spoke simultaneously with Istvan. “What did Mirella tell you and how did she know it?” 
 
    “All Mirella knew was that a human had been transported into Faerene Atlanta and hidden in Hemlock’s workshop, and that Cyril had entered the closed workshop. The human arrived yesterday morning.” 
 
    “While we were in town.” Istvan’s tail lashed. The timing was an insult. 
 
    A knife appeared in Nils’s hand. He fidgeted with it the way a monk might slip beads through his fingers. “I don’t think they could risk waiting. The flaring leyline will mask whatever ritual they’re setting up. With Istvan ruling for the flare to be contained—” 
 
    “Today,” Istvan interjected. 
 
    Nils vanished the knife into the wrist sheath hidden by his sleeve. “That’s their deadline. Given the Shardists of Atlanta’s obsession with transcending via magic, my guess is that their prisoner is a human mage.” 
 
    Istvan’s chest rumbled. “Cyril’s fascination with Amy. He watched her in court.” 
 
    Nils and Dorotta went on alert. The famous griffin roar began with a rumble and ended with a shriek. It signaled mayhem and death. Istvan was famous for his control, but everyone had their limits. He’d reached his. 
 
    “This human is older than Amy and male,” Nils said carefully. “But by the elaborate ritual preparations, I believe Cyril does intend to force the familiar oath from him and add it to Cyril’s attempt at transcendence.” 
 
    “The nexus, plus the flaring leyline. The enchanted objects. Cyril’s own minor magic. The human mage’s magic.” Dorotta ticked off Cyril’s sources of power. “I don’t believe magic can transmute into spiritual power any more than physical superstitions can enhance spiritual growth. So when Cyril’s ritual fails, where will all that magic go?” 
 
    “The wards on Hemlock’s workshop won’t hold it.” Radka swore. She was recovering. When she stood, she stood straight. “He’s a fool. He wasn’t always, but his belief in Dux Cyril…” 
 
    “Better to intervene before the ritual begins.” Istvan stretched to his full height. The rumble in his chest vibrated in his orders. “Radka, contact Rory. Inform him of the situation. When Fiori and Wort return from the town hall, have them stay with you.” 
 
    The hotel doors blew open. Istvan prowled out. Dorotta’s grin bared her teeth. Nils led the way. The doors slammed shut. 
 
    Dawn was coaxing shadows out to play. A cat slinked behind a cartwheel, hiding as they went past. The aroma of fresh bread came from the bakery. Nils led them past it and around the corner. If there were watchers, placed to give warning, the elf showed no sign of caring about their existence. Perhaps Cyril and Hemlock were keeping their ritual secret even from their own. 
 
    A tingle of a ward registered in the air in front of Istvan and a second one glowed in the dirt. Neither offered any significant resistance to the magistrate. He entered through the main door of Hemlock’s workshop. 
 
    Dorotta lifted the roof off and peered down. 
 
    The human tied to a chair in the corner screamed.  
 
    Hemlock froze with his scream caught in his throat, mouth open and eyes bulging. His hands were raised in futile resistance. Nils had locked him in stasis with a spellbomb. 
 
    Which left Cyril. 
 
    Fanaticism gleamed in the goblin’s yellow eyes. He’d stripped down to a vest over breeches and painted his arms with runes. “Don’t interfere.” He stabbed a dagger in Istvan’s direction. 
 
    The death magic in the enchanted blade splashed harmlessly off Istvan’s shield. Harmlessly for Istvan. The rebound hit Cyril. His body spasmed and the knife dropped to the floorboards. 
 
    No blood. Istvan silenced the rumble in his chest. The absence of blood was good. Hot blood would have triggered at least three of the runes chalked on the floor. 
 
    Nils scooped up the cuffs of containment lying beside the human’s chair and locked them around Cyril’s wrists. The cuffs shrank to goblin-size. Nils clipped the chain between them, binding Cyril’s hands as well as his magic. Then he seized a rag and a bottle of linseed oil, and smeared into impotence the runes on the goblin’s skin. 
 
    “You stupid, ignorant killer,” Cyril snarled as soon as he’d finished seizing.  
 
    Dorotta nudged him with her head, and the goblin fell backward, landing hard on his butt with his manacled hands in front of him. 
 
    Istvan had memorized the pattern of the runes. It was an amalgamation of two major rituals with the runes drawn into eight points. The points aligned with the leylines that converged on the Atlanta nexus. 
 
    The all-faiths temple was meant to be built over the heart of the nexus, but the power had been channeled to Hemlock’s workshop. The redirection was a problem for later. 
 
    Istvan cast a gathering spell over the floor and the enchanted objects scooted to him. Chalk dust plumed to knee-height and resettled as valueless dirt, no longer capable of providing a guide for magic. 
 
    “Now we will have answers,” Istvan said. He’d rendered the workshop harmless. It could be abandoned. If any of the gathering audience looted it, he didn’t care. “I will hold a formal inquiry at the temporary court in the town hall. Bring the two prisoners there, please, Dorotta.” 
 
    Nils slashed the bonds of the sobbing human. The acrid scent of urine revealed that the man had leaked more than tears at the sight of a dragon and griffin. 
 
    “Bring him as well,” Istvan began. 
 
    “After we get him new clothes.” 
 
    Amy’s voice! 
 
    Istvan spun in surprise. He’d had Radka inform Rory of events due to Rory’s dual role as guard master for the territory and married to a human familiar. However, Istvan hadn’t thought that Rory would interrupt his honeymoon for this. 
 
    Rory turned his shoulder to the spectators as he answered Istvan’s unspoken concern for Amy’s welfare. “Amy’s wearing her coat, and I kept us invisible till the prisoners were secure.” 
 
    “When I heard a human mage might be involved, I had to come.” Amy approached the crying man cautiously. 
 
    Rory stayed near enough to intervene, physically or magically. 
 
    “You’re human?” the man asked her in Faeraesh. A translation spell was in effect. 
 
    “I am. I also have a bit of magic.” Amy understated her magic load sufficiently that Istvan, Rory and Nils all grunted in amusement. Dorotta flat out laughed. Amy shushed them with a wave of her hand. “Which we think you might, too.” 
 
    “So the two crazies said.” The man eyed the goblin and nymph dangling from a surviving rafter. Dorotta had propped them there while she observed proceedings. 
 
    “The town hall,” Istvan reminded her sternly. 
 
    Police Constable Mirella pushed through the crowd. “I’ll take Hemlock. Also, his clothes should fit the human. His living quarters are through there.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Rory caught Amy’s arm before she could dash off on a quest for clean clothes. “Bathroom this way,” he said to the human male. 
 
    The middle aged man cast a shamed look at his wet crotch and shuffled to the bathroom. 
 
    It wasn’t him who should be ashamed. 
 
    “Emergency court session.” Istvan frowned at the people filling the doorway. “Go to the town hall.” He pointed at a goblin in clean work clothes. “You. Please take a message to the Territorial Hotel and ask my clerks and guard to report to the town hall immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The young goblin saluted, wriggled through the crowd, and vanished. 
 
    Istvan recalled that Amy couldn’t leave justice without Nora accompanying her. Had the Fae Council lifted that ridiculous edict after the show of support from the Faerene at her wedding? It would be just like them to take their time reversing a stupid decision. But in this instance, that would work to his advantage. Nora took her duty as seriously as he did. “Nora?” 
 
    The golden griffin landed half on top of a wall and half on the rafter Dorotta had just emptied of prisoners. “Yes?” 
 
    Istvan regarded her somberly. “I suspect you have a traitor in your bunker.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Being woken at dawn on the first day of my honeymoon was not what I’d expected of married life. Judging by my husband’s growled response to the knock at the door, Rory agreed. But he got up and went to answer it. 
 
    I curled up in a tight ball of sheer joy at the thought of my husband and at the sight of him striding to the door and snatching up a discarded blanket so that he wasn’t completely naked. He looked great naked. I hummed my appreciation, and he gave me a look of promise—a sexy promise, and one that last night had left me in no doubt that he could fulfil. 
 
    The apologetic murmur of Emil’s voice washed away my delight with a surge of dread. “Istvan, Nils and Dorotta have just left to stop a siphoning-transcendence ritual involving a suspected human mage in Atlanta. Istvan asked Radka to inform you.” 
 
    “We’re going,” I shouted. “Is Dux Cyril involved?” 
 
    “His name was mentioned.” 
 
    I scrambled out of bed and grabbed clothes from the dresser and armoire. Another time I’d appreciate that Rory’s clothes now shared my space. 
 
    “I will translocate to Atlanta,” Nora said. “If it is safe for Amy, if the magic to be harvested for the ritual is stable, I will let you know.” 
 
    I scowled at the doorway and at Rory angling the door to hide me. What was Nora doing outside our door? 
 
    Rory’s expression must have been thundercloud awful because Emil’s voice grew even more apologetic. “She was talking with me before hunting her breakfast when Radka’s call came through.” 
 
    “Human mages are my research area, my responsibility,” Nora said. 
 
    Rory swore as he slammed the door. He dressed fast. “You stay with me.” 
 
    “Yep.” I returned his swift kiss, hands pausing mid-braid of my hair. “Thank you for not arguing about my need to be there.” 
 
    “With a human mage involved, you’re involved. You’re their representative.” 
 
    I blinked. I hadn’t considered things that way. It was true. In Faerene society I was literally the human face of the human familiar situation. “I want to witness how this man is treated. He’s the victim of whatever Cyril had planned.”  
 
    Rory shoved his feet into his boots and strode over to me. “Trust us. Istvan knows this is important. That’s why he ordered me told immediately.” He knelt and helped me fit my feet into my boots while I balanced with a hand on his shoulder. “But I doubt he wants you there.” 
 
    I gripped his shoulder hard. Even Istvan couldn’t have everything his way.  
 
    Rory rose and my hand slid down his chest to his waist.  
 
    “Nora reports success. The ritual has been prevented,” Emil called through the closed door. “There remains a flaring leyline.” 
 
    “It was flaring before,” I shouted back. 
 
    Rory passed me my enchanted coat—evidence that he’d support my decisions, but with precautions—and opened the door. “We’ll portal from the front steps.” His words were equally for Emil and me. The next command was for Emil. “Oscar is in charge in my absence. Brief him.” 
 
    We ran down the stairs. Opening a portal was something only the strongest magicians could do. Rory opened one in ten seconds. We walked through to Faerene Atlanta’s main square, out front of the town hall and the all-faiths temple. 
 
    Overhead, Nora flew in a lazy circle. The orange glow of dawn added fire to her golden feathers. When she saw us, she arrowed south and down.  
 
    We had our direction. 
 
    Regardless of the early hour, Faerene were gathering to observe the goings on inside a solid brick building that was missing its roof.  
 
    Dorotta saw us arrive and waved a greeting with her tail. Her front claws were occupied with a goblin.  
 
    I recognized Dux Cyril. 
 
    The copper dragon’s waving tail had the bonus effect of clearing an entrance through the crowd for Rory and me. 
 
    Istvan was not pleased to see us. Rory could tell me “told you so” later. I peered beyond my griffin partner to discover the human male crumpled on a chair. The dark-haired man’s tanned face had a sallow tinge, the kind that came from serious illness or fear. I urged him up to clean himself and don clean clothes. When he emerged from the workshop’s bathroom a few minutes later he seemed marginally more composed, but stayed near me, as the only other self-proclaimed human in the town. Although, the stranger probably thought Rory was human too. 
 
    Istvan ordered everyone to the town hall for an emergency trial. 
 
    I had noticed the absence of Mayor Konstantin. I’d thought he and Cyril were hand in glove about Shardist affairs.  
 
    Just how illegal was what Cyril had tried to do? 
 
    “I’m Amy,” I introduced myself to the human mage as we walked to the town hall.  
 
    “Walcott.” 
 
    I assumed that was his name. “Where are you from?”  
 
    “Finland.” His gaze stayed glued to the cobbles in front of him. He didn’t want to see the Faerene around him.  
 
    They were fascinated by us, but not pressing in. Rory and Istvan could be scary, and then, there was Nils, who ranged around us as a one-man personal security detail. 
 
    “Finland’s a long way.” Had Cyril portalled him in? No, not Cyril personally. He was too weak in magic. Which left the question of who the priest’s allies were. 
 
    “Jamaica,” Walcott said. “When the apocalypse started I was in Jamaica. I stayed.” He sounded ashamed. “Sun. Better than Finland. Not cold. I fished.” He had his arms folded tight to his chest, squeezing down fear. His breath whistled. 
 
    “I think he’s in shock,” I said to Rory.  
 
    “I agree,” Nora said from behind us. 
 
    Walcott wasn’t tracking our conversation. His breathing worsened. It could be asthma, but in the circumstances it was more likely a panic attack. He stumbled before dropping completely. He levitated a foot off the ground. 
 
    “A sleep spell,” Nora said.  
 
    It was a ruthless kind of mercy. No one would choose to be asleep in the middle of strange people they feared. However, the alternative of being awake and terrified out of his mind was rationally worse. 
 
    “Don’t ever knock me unconscious for my own good,” I whispered to Rory. 
 
    “Only if you’re in pain,” my pragmatic hero said. 
 
    I couldn’t fault his reasoning. 
 
    In the temporary town hall, Nora floated Walcott down to lie on the floor with a chair cushion under his head and a coat borrowed from an orc over him. She crouched beside him. 
 
    Rory carried over two chairs so that we could sit on Walcott’s other side. 
 
    The unconscious human was more Exhibit A than a witness. Everyone stared at him, and us, at Istvan, but most of all at Cyril who wore cuffs and a sullenly outraged expression.  
 
    Radka pulled a baker from the audience, the man identifiable by the flour on his apron, and organized for tea and pastries to be delivered for a breakfast that we could eat without delaying the start of the trial. 
 
    Mirella stood outside guarding the building and corralling the growing mob. 
 
    In the midst of the babble of comment and question, Konstantin arrived wearing his green hat with the gold braid of his mayoral office. Otherwise, his clothing was ordinary everyday wear: a brown jacket over a sage-green shirt and gray trousers. He hadn’t shaved and his eyes were both tired and apprehensive. 
 
    Wort hit a bronze gong. The packed hall fell silent. 
 
    “This is an emergency trial,” Istvan said. “In these circumstances, which include a kidnapping, imprisonment, intent to siphon a person’s magic, to host an unproven ritual and to utilize a flaring leyline as part of it, I am authorized to act without a trial. However,” he bent his head and regarded Cyril fiercely. “Dux Cyril occupies an important position in your town and I want there to be no misunderstanding or misrepresentation of the threat he posed to you all.” 
 
    The black griffin radiated magisterial authority. “I am not a theologian to root out heresy. For his perversion of the Reunionist faith, Cyril shall face the Heart Tribunal on Elysium via world viewer in a bunker.” 
 
    I didn’t completely understand the implication of Istvan’s first ruling, but the wave of comment and consternation that ran through the Faerene meant that they did.  
 
    “The Heart Tribunal maintain the purity of the Reunionist faith from their temple in the Astar Mountains on Elysium,” Rory whispered to me.  
 
    “There is no perversion in seeking transcendence,” Cyril said. His goblin body was small in comparison to Istvan’s bulk, but Cyril’s voice boomed. He was an experienced preacher. 
 
    “Explain your imprisonment of a human mage,” Istvan ordered. 
 
    Cyril’s manic gaze locked on me. “You have a familiar,” he answered Istvan. “I witnessed your care for her, your concern. The infamously unemotional griffin magistrate doting on a human.” He said human like I’d say oozing maggot. “You ignored the power of the nexus of Atlanta so I knew it was not her puny magic that locked you to the human.” 
 
    “We are oath-bonded.” Istvan addressed the explanation to our avid audience, not Cyril. “I take my oaths seriously.” The intonation of that statement suggested that Cyril must have broken his own oaths, presumably including one concerning serving the community that attended the all-faiths temple in town. 
 
    “You offer a thin excuse for the reality.” Cyril sneered. “I suspected it when I heard that familiars had re-emerged.” His arms twitched and fought against the cuffs as they thwarted his habit of gesturing during preaching. “In the glory days of long ago, transcendence happed. Vale, Selim, the Triplet Viragos. Each had a familiar. Each transcended.” 
 
    He lowered his voice. “You may say they are only legends.” His resonant voice strengthened. “But legends contain truth hidden from those who would destroy it out of fear. Familiars!” 
 
    I jolted at his shout. 
 
    Cyril turned to me. His yellow eyes blazed with contempt and fanaticism. “Why else would Magistrate Istvan care about this thing’s existence?” 
 
    Beside me Rory grew hyper-focused on Cyril. If the priest gave him an excuse, he’d execute him. 
 
    On the other side of Walcott’s unconscious body, Nora was also utterly absorbed in Cyril’s rhetoric. 
 
    I guess I could understand why Istvan let the goblin rant. He’d reveal his plans and thinking, and condemn himself by his own mouth. 
 
    “We grew civilized,” Cyril hissed. “Which is a terrible thing. We shut our eyes and our hearts to the truth. We said ‘no’ to familiars. It took this Migration to this strange and terrible planet—” 
 
    Earth wasn’t that bad! 
 
    “…to reawaken the Faerene to the power of familiars. To their role.” His manacled arms rose and slashed down. “Sacrifice!” 
 
    The spectators flinched.  
 
    Istvan appeared coldly observant.  
 
    Rory growled. 
 
    The chain binding the cuffs on Cyril’s wrists rattled as he shook with fervor. “In this human, Magistrate Istvan recognized a shard of his soul.” 
 
    “Oh hell, no!” Rory surged up. 
 
    Istvan extended a wing and slammed him back. 
 
    “When he kills her,” Cyril shouted over cries of surprise and—I was grateful to hear—of disgust. “His soul will absorb the shard she unworthily hosts.” 
 
    I hugged Rory to stop him diving past Istvan to attack Cyril. “Trust Istvan. We need people to demand the justice he delivers.”  
 
    “I want to tear that devil’s face off.” But Rory hugged me back, glaring over my head at the two prisoners. 
 
    Istvan loomed over everyone bar Dorotta, and she lowered herself to be less than the magistrate. “This is not the business of the court, but I will tell you anyway. The defendant’s lies will not stand for a minute. It is not a shard of my soul in Amy that I recognize. That is simply ridiculous. She is her own person with her own soul.” 
 
    He folded his wings, but his tail continued to lash, striking the desk that had been pushed to one side. “It is not even the familiar oath that Amy and I share that binds us together. She gifted her magic to me in service, and I accepted her service and vowed to honor it. But the care I give Amy, the fact that I would die for her.” 
 
    My breath caught. 
 
    Istvan stared at me. “I love her. And for Cyril to misrepresent the love of friendship and of a parent for a fledgling is a fundamental evil.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said. 
 
    “Lies. Lies!” Cyril raised his arms and shook his shackled wrists. 
 
    Beside the disgraced priest, Hemlock slumped limply, newly freed from whatever magic had frozen him. 
 
    I peeked across at Radka. 
 
    She had her face in her hands. She had loved Hemlock enough to migrate with him. To learn that he’d believed and acted on this cruel insanity of Cyril’s had to be devastating. 
 
    After a beat of silence as the spectators absorbed Istvan’s confession, they seemed to inhale and speak with one voice, berating Cyril.  
 
    “Be silent!” Konstantin commanded them. The mayor turned to Cyril who’d gone magenta in the face from the strength of his shouting, which still couldn’t override the crowd’s voice. 
 
    “You’re mad.” Horror pulled Konstantin’s face into angular lines. “This is blasphemy. Revolting. Every sentient person has their own soul shard. This…this evil!” He broke off and addressed Istvan passionately. “We knew nothing of this. Magic for transcendence, yes. But to think of sacrificing a person.” He tore off his hat and threw it at his feet. “Never!”  
 
    A man stood up near him. Unlike the mayor, he addressed me, not Istvan. “None of us would think this thing, that you are lesser, a non-person. Dear hearts above! Many of us are vegetarian because we cannot bear the slaughter of animals. To even begin to imagine the sacrificing of a sentient being…! Magistrate Istvan, you spoke truly when you labelled that creature’s actions as a perversion. We renounce him!” 
 
    Shouts of agreement from the spectators clashed with Cyril’s scream of “Fools!” 
 
    I recognized the elf who’d spoken. He was the stable master Nils had hired our horses from. 
 
    He caught my eye and bowed an apology. 
 
    Istvan flicked his beak at Wort.  
 
    The night clerk beat the gong three times. 
 
    Silence once more descended on the court. Cyril’s mouth moved, but no sound emerged. 
 
    “I saw the runes that Cyril drew on Hemlock’s workshop floor,” Istvan said. “I will determine the extent of Hemlock’s guilt later.” 
 
    Konstantin slapped his hat against his knee. “Whatever the degree of his involvement, he is anathema to us. The town of Atlanta seizes Hemlock’s assets and banishes him for the crime of attempted murder.” 
 
    The crowd stamped, in unison, a pattern of five beats. 
 
    Istvan ruled on matters involving magic, but it seemed that the mayor had just settled a criminal case, with his constituents’ approval. 
 
    Shoulders hunched and eyes squinched, the bark pattern of his skin was accentuated as Hemlock paled. He shivered and stumbled back a step, looking around in dazed disbelief. Cyril was locked into and bolstered by his fanaticism, but Hemlock appeared shaken by the hostility directed at him. He shuffled toward Radka. “Love, please…” 
 
    Dorotta put her large head between them and showed her teeth. 
 
    Hemlock’s legs gave out. He collapsed. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Istvan moved forward, not so coincidentally blocking most of the spectators’ view of Radka. 
 
    Heavens, but I loved that griffin. 
 
    “The ritual was an inelegant and unstable amalgam of several spells and runes. I rate its chance of exploding, if Cyril and Hemlock had managed to begin it, at seventy percent.” Istvan paused to let people comprehend how much danger their town had been in.  
 
    I didn’t know much about magic, but even I could guess that magic exploding on top of a nexus would be bad.  
 
    In his twisted obsession with transcendence, Cyril had risked those he’d been under oath to shelter and guide. Sometimes human priests had been as bad, exploiting the people who’d looked to them for hope and support. Not everyone could be as fortunate as us in Apfall Hill. Our Episcopalian priest, Father Peter, had died of the summer fevers as he selflessly and with humor served his community through the apocalypse.  
 
    I squeezed Rory. 
 
    He stared down at me with a question in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m lucky,” I whispered to him. 
 
    He remained alert, but the anger in him eased. The skin at the corner of his eyes crinkled just a little with the slightest hint of a private smile. “Me, too.” 
 
    Our moment amid the crowded, outraged courtroom was as intimate as a kiss. 
 
    “One of the runes chalked onto the floor was to channel death magic. From Cyril’s confession we can deduce that the rune would have been fed the human’s last blood as part of the ritual.” A jab of Istvan’s beak indicated Walcott unconscious on the floor. “But only after Cyril had forced a familiar bond between them. Cyril intended to be an oath-breaker and a murderer. An individual ruled by an obsession to the extent that he was willing to risk your lives and the lives of humans in the region cannot be trusted with magic. I will strip him of his magic.” 
 
    Cyril writhed, but the cuffs contained him and a spell silenced him. Nor was there anywhere for him to run to. People watched him with an hostility that ranged from broken-hearted disbelief to fury.  
 
    “Then town justice will be enacted on him.” Istvan paused. 
 
    Konstantin nodded. “Cyril is banished, his assets seized. If we see him again, he will die.” 
 
    “Very well.” Istvan accepted Konstantin’s judgement and the onlookers’ roar of approval. “Then after I’ve stripped Cyril of magic, Dorotta will take him to the bunker to face the Heart Tribunal via a world viewer for the heretical intent of stealing another person’s life in the pursuit of transcendence.” 
 
    Solemn silence greeted Istvan’s announcement. 
 
    “There will be no last words from the defendant.” Facing Cyril, Istvan spread his wings wide. Despite refusing the priest any final oration, Istvan must have lifted the silencing spell.  
 
    Cyril screamed as Istvan stripped him of his magic. The cuffs of containment on his wrists cracked open and fell away. 
 
    “It is done.” Istvan bowed his head. 
 
    Radka and some in the audience sobbed. 
 
    Dorotta seized Cyril and Hemlock.  
 
    The crowd parted. 
 
    Nora rose, stepping back with neat grace from Walcott’s coat-swathed form. “I petition the court to contain the flaring leyline. I suspect that in addition to hoping to harvest its magic, the accused—and his conspirators—used it to mask the magical signature of the human mage they transported here. The cuffs of containment that Cyril wore were discarded at the ritual scene beside the human. They must have been employed to hide the human mage’s magical signature during transport. Here in Atlanta, the flaring leyline performed that role.” 
 
    Konstantin’s green skin had a grayish tinge. “Hearts, forgive me. I let Cyril whisper to my greed. The flaring leyline holds so much magic…our enchantments.” He rubbed at his knuckles. “It wasn’t just the heart stones and transcendence. I want Atlanta to thrive. When Istvan took the magistrate hall away, I knew we had to make our enchantments the best. We needed power.” 
 
    Nora walked around Walcott, through the space Dorotta had vacated, to Konstantin. “Evil is sly. Cyril hid the truth of his hatred, for what else is his willingness to risk you all for a heretical and impossible attempt at transcendence? Pure hatred. He manipulated you to feed his obsession.” 
 
    Her tail curled tightly around her left hind leg. “I understand how that hurts. At the bunker, one of my staff betrayed the principles of scientific objectivity and confidentiality and gave Cyril access to a human mage. If Istvan hadn’t intervened, a human would have died because of a scientist’s perfidy in service to Cyril. We have both been wronged by the priest.” 
 
    Istvan ended the discussion. “This is not the time nor the place for a counselling session or to unwind the details of Cyril’s schemes. The flaring leyline will be contained.” He looked at Radka, then at Wort, who gave him a slight nod. Radka was the day clerk, but in no fit state to work. “Court will recess for two days while I deal with certain matters. Wort will reschedule cases.” 
 
    No one objected. 
 
    Refusing to answer further questions or discuss the situation, Istvan herded us out. 
 
    Wort hovered near Radka, ready to catch her if she stumbled. She shambled like a zombie. 
 
    Nora accompanied us on the walk back to the hotel, levitating the unconscious Walcott with her. Nils and Fiori ranged around, watching for danger. Rory walked beside me, squashing me between the twin protections of himself and Istvan. At the hotel, with the courtyard doors closed and presumably with the wards at full power, we semi-collapsed as the adrenaline of the last two hours crashed. 
 
    The ordeal wasn’t over yet, though. We had to wake Walcott—or Nora had to allow him to wake. 
 
    She lifted the sleep spell. 
 
    She and Istvan, as the most visually scary non-humans present, stayed at the far end of the courtyard. Fiori waited with them, observing everything interestedly.  
 
    I crouched beside Walcott, and Rory stood behind me. “Are you feeling better?” I asked Walcott, avoiding the issue of lying and telling him he’d fainted. Instead, I implied it. 
 
    Walcott stared at me. 
 
    We’d agreed that I’d be the one to speak with him. I was the least threatening. 
 
    “You’re safe,” I said as he sat up. “We’re in a hotel courtyard. The two idiots who kidnapped you have been dealt with. I promise you, you are safe.” 
 
    He swore, and the translation spell translated his Finnish curse. 
 
    I took no notice of the idea of a fish doing what he’d suggested. “You have magic, Walcott. Which gives you two choices. You can stay among the Faerene—” I broke off as his gaze darted to Istvan and Nora, and he shuddered in horror. “Or Istvan can make you forget your magic, the kidnapping, everything, and you can go back to the life you were leading in Jamaica.” 
 
    “That’s possible?” He clutched my arm. 
 
    Rory pressed closer. 
 
    “It’s possible.” It wouldn’t be my choice. I’d want to remember what happened to me, and that magic ran through my veins. 
 
    “Do it. I don’t want any of this. My grandmother warned me about the fairy folk. They are dangerous.” 
 
    I attempted a gentle counterargument. “All people are dangerous.” 
 
    “I want my Jamaican life. Fishing. Sunshine. Normal people.” 
 
    “You can have it,” I promised. “Istvan will make it seem that you bumped your head and have a few memory issues.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Walcott laughed. “Amnesia. Like a dumb soap opera.” He released my arm, but his eyes burned into mine with fear and desperation. “Do it.” 
 
    “Lie back down.” 
 
    Walcott did so. His eyes closed. 
 
    Istvan began the spell.  
 
    At its conclusion, Nora levitated Walcott. During the walk to the hotel, she’d volunteered to return Walcott to Jamaica, if that proved to be his wish. A conversation with someone at the research bunker via her slate provided the location from which he’d been snatched. She also ordered the identification and apprehension of the scientist who’d provided Cyril with Walcott’s identity as a human mage. 
 
    That person would be treated harshly, Nora promised. They had broken the neutrality and confidentiality required of a researcher. No doubt she also took the betrayal personally. 
 
    Outside the hotel, on the more private side that faced the river, she opened a portal. The process took longer than it did for Rory or Istvan, and for a shakier result. As a griffin, she’d be accustomed to translocating mid-flight, but she wasn’t strong enough to carry Walcott in an ascent. 
 
    The small portal closed. 
 
    For a few seconds Istvan stared at where Nora had vanished. Then he sighed and settled his ruffled feathers. “Wort, eat and sleep as required, then please see to clearing the court schedule for today and tomorrow, nights inclusive. Rearrange cases according to priority. Fiori, stay with him. Nils, can you contain the flaring leyline?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then do so. When Dorotta returns I’d like both of you to be available here in case of an emergency. I don’t expect one,” he added. “However, your presence should reassure the nervous in my absence.” 
 
    Nils nodded. 
 
    Istvan opened a portal to the front steps of the magistrate hall. 
 
    I practically ran through, so glad to be home. Rory matched me step for step, protective as always. 
 
    Istvan closed the portal behind him. 
 
    While he did so, Radka slipped away; presumably to the privacy of her room. 
 
    Frowning at her narrow back and seeing how it curved as she huddled into herself, I doubted that being alone was the best thing for her. It was her choice, but only if she rejected company. If she feared that no one wanted to be there for her…  
 
    One of Peggy’s sons was jogging down the steps, tool belt jingling and not seeming in the least hungover after last night’s festivities.  
 
    “Amir?” I called. 
 
    He halted. 
 
    “Can you ask Sabinka to come and visit Radka? Now, if she’s not with a patient.” 
 
    The stocky goblin frowned after Radka. “She’s not well?” 
 
    “No.” Heartsickness counted as not well. 
 
    “I’ll go straight to the apothecary’s.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amir.”  
 
    Radka and Sabinka were of an age and friendly. It was the best comfort I could offer. 
 
    “Radka’s not alone,” Rory said. “We’ll remind her of that.” 
 
    Entering the hall, the clerks were on watch for us. Emil hadn’t gone to sleep.  
 
    “The situation is resolved,” Istvan said. “I will brief you later. For now—” 
 
    “Brunch,” Peggy said.  
 
    The clerks weren’t the only ones waiting and worrying for us. People arrived from every direction, and not just those who were pack or worked at the hall. 
 
    “There is a fire in the family room,” Tineke said.  
 
    “That is an excellent idea.” Rory shoved Istvan’s shoulder, urging him past his office door. 
 
    The griffin nodded wearily. 
 
    “Bring the food in when it’s ready. And lots of tea,” Rory said to Yana and Berre. “Tineke and Lajos? Melinda?” 
 
    The two elves accepted the invitation and joined us. Melinda walked beside me, her horn radiating a silver light and serenity.  
 
    In the family room, I sunk onto a sofa with a groan of satisfaction to be home and private and able to think about things like comfort. The cushion dipped as Rory sat beside me. I slid into him and his arm went around me. 
 
    None of us spoke till Yana and Berre wheeled in two trolleys of food.  
 
    Peggy had to be tired after yesterday’s wedding preparations and celebration, but she’d clearly been stress-cooking while we were in Atlanta this morning. We ate and ate and there remained food leftover. In between swallowing rare steaks and a trough of tea, Istvan filled the others in on Cyril’s insane plan. 
 
    At the end of his briefing, I poured myself a second cup of coffee—and bless Peggy for remembering to supply a pot of it as well as tea. “Why did you strip Cyril’s magic, but not Hemlock’s? Was Hemlock less guilty?”  
 
    “Hemlock was equally involved in the magical abuse that is a magistrate’s responsibility to judge. However, his magic was already gone. The signs of magical burnout were recent. I suspect he drained all of his magic into one of the enchanted objects placed among the runes. Make no mistake, he was as committed to the heresy as Cyril.” 
 
    The silver glow of Melinda’s horn dimmed to a dull blue that seemed to mourn the story she’d heard. “The Heart Tribunal will find them both guilty of a heinous heresy.” 
 
    Lajos met her gaze solemnly. “They’ll be soul marked.” 
 
    Tineke twisted to stare at him. “I thought Cyril was the sole Reunionist priest in the Migration.” 
 
    “They have seven deacons,” Lajos said. “One is a friend of mine. Charis will likely be tasked with the duty to soul mark them.” He rubbed his arms. “I’ll have to call her. It won’t be easy for her to live with.” 
 
    I leaned into Rory to whisper. “What is a soul mark?” 
 
    Lajos heard me. “A soul mark is rarely performed. It’s a piece of magic, a spell, that the Reunionists maintain is for priests of their faith alone to perform.” 
 
    “The spell is known to me,” Istvan said. “It is a terrible thing.” 
 
    Lajos shrugged. “It leaves them life in which to reglue together their soul shard. Or so the Reunionists would have you believe.” He looked at me. “The soul mark engulfs the individual in a miasma of revulsion. Any who encounter them retreat quickly. It is impossible to venture within communication distance of a soul marked person. Humans will feel it, too. Cyril and Hemlock will live alone, unable to bear even each other. And without their magic and with few practical skills, their fate is not kind.” 
 
    “But deserved,” Yana said. 
 
    “Yes.” Lajos stared down at his hands, gripped tight in his lap. Before the Migration, he’d been a psychiatrist. Now, he was a gardener. Still, empathy burned in him. 
 
    Tineke covered his hands. 
 
    He glanced at her, eyes widening in surprise. She didn’t withdraw, and he turned one of his hands palm up to clasp hers. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of mysteries, especially those involving Amy,” Istvan said. “Amy, I would like you and Rory to meet Xi with me. The kraken implied that there was something in humanity’s ancient past that explained or would affect humans possessing magic. I want to know what it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The City of Lost Minds—otherwise known as Miami—had been depressing in daylight. At midnight it was a surreal nightmare made of moonlight and darkness, half-sunken buildings and rippling ocean. I stood with Rory and Istvan on the flat roof of a building. They gazed out to sea, but I couldn’t bring myself to turn my back on the drowned city. In there were people. Children. No lights burned. 
 
    Nora wasn’t with us. The Fae Council had rescinded their edict that she had to monitor me in person. They were treating me as a Faerene citizen, now. I was free to travel where and when I wanted. I would have happily celebrated my freedom by traveling somewhere, anywhere else with Rory, but Xi had chosen the time and place. 
 
    Without warning, a massive tentacle wrapped around our building and an even more massive head rose out of the water. An eye as black and glistening as an oil slick stared at us. 
 
    “Xi, thank you for meeting us without delay,” Istvan said. “May I introduce my familiar partner, Amy, and her husband, Rory, who is also guard master for this territory.” 
 
    “Well met. Congratulations on your nuptials.” 
 
    If Istvan hadn’t warned me that Xi would be speaking telepathically, I’d have thought I heard his soothing bass voice with my ears. It wouldn’t have been an unreasonable assumption. Melinda used magic to shape soundwaves when she spoke Faeraesh. 
 
    Istvan got straight to business. “What is your interest in Amy?” 
 
    “A kraken-ling, a young one, playing near here discovered a curiosity. To understand it requires knowledge of kraken history. There is a secret I must tell you, which I must trust to your conscience not to share with anyone else. This is not your secret to retell. You may not reveal it to your closest friend.” 
 
    I had a suspicion Xi focused on Istvan, then. Piros the spymaster was not to be gifted this knowledge. 
 
    “The kraken are the oldest magic users on Elysium. Most Faerene do not realize this. Our civilization left no marks on land, and few among the Faerene venture into the depths of the ocean. Plus, we chose long ago to renounce our magic. We retain just enough to be included in decision-making.” He paused. “And in migrations. 
 
    “We are an adventurous people. The universe is a wondrous place. Our philosophy is to live to leave the least trace of ourselves in it. Affecting it, yes, but rocking on the waves of its power rather than channeling the ocean. We are guided by adherence to who we are, and that is preserved in our pearl.” 
 
    The kraken unwrapped his tentacle from the building and surged higher. Water streamed off his huge body, rejoining the ocean in silver ripples. “When my ancestors renounced the full power of our magic, they didn’t cast it aside. Instead, they wrapped it in a pearl. Each generation is gifted the knowledge of how to use our magic and the reasons for the ancients locking it away. So far no generation has chosen to wield the fullness of our magic.” 
 
    He sunk back. “The Kraken Pearl is our most revered object. We don’t worship it as a god. But it is the memory and truth of our people. It is why I ask you to tell no one of it. A pearl is magic condensed and frozen in recollection. Layer upon layer, each composed of threads of pure knowledge. On Elysium we always have the master pearl and a copy. We grow the copy so that it can be the heart of a migration colony.” 
 
    He raised a tentacle. A black pearl the size of a large grapefruit balanced in the cup of the smallest of his suckers near the tip of the tentacle. “Amy.” 
 
    Rory gripped the back of my coat as I leaned forward and took the pearl in two hands. It was wet and slippery, and not as rigid as I’d thought it would be. “It feels like an eye.” 
 
    “Its physical properties may change out of water,” Xi said. “But the purpose of it and your means of accessing it will remain.” 
 
    “Why have you given me your pearl?” I asked. 
 
    Xi wrapped his tentacle around the building again. “It is not my pearl. It is humanity’s. This is the curiosity our kraken-ling discovered.” 
 
    “This is human-made?” I gawked at the black orb solidifying in my hands. It was lighter than it should have been. It looked as if it should have had the weight of lead. Instead, if I hadn’t been scared of dropping it, I could have balanced it in one hand. 
 
    “It is old, as humans count age,” Xi said.  
 
    “Older than three millennia,” Istvan guessed. “From before the Faerene began observing Earth. Unrecorded magic.” 
 
    “Human mages created this?” Rory drew me back against him, holding me as I held the pearl. 
 
    Water swirled away from the building, suggesting that beneath the surface Xi had shifted abruptly. “It is human magic. Beyond that, its secrets are not for the kraken. The young one found it by following the beacon, a chaos tag in the waters south of here. Humans call it the Bermuda Triangle.” 
 
    I choked. “You mean the conspiracy theorists were right?” And in quick explanation. “Humans said ships and planes were lost in the Bermuda Triangle. It was deemed a mystery. I thought it was just a myth.” 
 
    “Myths are not untrue,” Xi said. 
 
    I rubbed my thumb over the pearl. “I guess not.” 
 
    “Ahem. I fear I’m being too subtle.” Xi tried again. “I have studied humanity’s myths. One tells of a sunken city. Atlantis.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. At least I didn’t drop the pearl! “You found this in a sunken city in the Bermuda Triangle?” 
 
    “The kraken-ling did.” 
 
    “Huh.” I had literally nothing intelligent, or even a smidgen intelligent, to say. 
 
    Istvan did. “In your view, Xi, was the city submerged purposely?” 
 
    “Yes. I suspect that the people of Atlantis renounced their magic as the kraken did, but far more completely. They sunk the physical heart of their civilization and left its pearl there, with the city shielded against detection by everything bar the relentless curiosity of a kraken-ling. He was intrigued by the chaos beacon that marked the site, and didn’t give up until he found its treasure.” 
 
    “I’ve not heard of a chaos beacon.” Istvan invited an explanation. 
 
    Xi obliged. “It is a marker that can be used to identify something at a great distance of time or space, but which won’t reveal itself to a magical scan. It is an anomaly that hides itself.” 
 
    I turned a deaf ear to the technical discussion. “Rory, humans had magic. We renounced it.” 
 
    He made a noncommittal sound. Possibly, like me, he didn’t know what to make of Xi’s revelations. 
 
    Nor had Xi finished. “I entrust humanity’s pearl to you, Amy.” 
 
    “Me?!” 
 
    Rory caught the pearl. 
 
    It had only dropped half an inch, but the fact that I’d been shocked into losing my hold on it at all meant I shouldn’t be trusted with it. It was literally irreplaceable. “Not me! You can’t give this to me.” 
 
    “To whom else? You are the magistrate’s familiar. If the principles of the pearl are the same as ours, then by feeding it your magic, the pearl will introduce itself to you.” 
 
    Introduce itself to me? 
 
    “That is an old kind of magic,” Rory growled protectively. 
 
    “The pearl is old. However, it is also inactive.” Something that wasn’t quite doubt or reluctance, but was the first variation in Xi’s quiet assurance, came through his telepathic voice. “Our pearls, both the master pearl and its copies, have always been active. Every kraken is connected to the memories in the pearl. We draw and we give.” 
 
    Istvan’s wings rustled. “Collective memory!” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Dear feathered lizards,” Istvan swore. 
 
    “You understand why kraken pearls are a carefully kept secret,” Xi said. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    He went on in a tone of warning. “People would want us to access it for them. Or they would steal a pearl, hoping to crack the pearl’s security either with magic or through our blood and own all our knowledge.” 
 
    His words were a warning to me and to the two who stood with me. Humanity’s pearl, and what it might contain, would be hotly contested property when knowledge of it got out. 
 
    “There is one further risk,” Xi said. “It was the deciding factor when my clan debated trusting the secret of all kraken in all worlds to the three of you. To Amy, the human mage. To her magician husband. And to her magician partner who has vowed to honor the gift of her magic to his service.” 
 
    The pearl had hardened in the air, as Xi had predicted. The disconcerting, jelly-like eyeball was now as smooth and hard as stainless steel, and like stainless steel, it absorbed my body heat as I hugged it against my chest. 
 
    “If Amy activates the pearl it may share its knowledge, or the first layer of its knowledge, with her alone. Alternatively, its activation might link it to all human magic users. It might seek them out. Or, remembering that all kraken are linked to their world’s pearl, it might share the first layer of its memories and perhaps those beyond it, with every living human.” 
 
    My stomach flipped. “They’d be unprepared, and after the apocalypse…people could go crazy.” 
 
    “It is likely not all would. Your species is resilient,” Xi said. “But it is a substantial risk.” 
 
    “And the reason you warned us,” Rory responded. 
 
    Xi’s silence was assent. 
 
    Istvan stretched and refolded his wings. “I won’t make an oath to keep the secret of kraken pearls, but I won’t tell anyone of them.” 
 
    “None of us will,” Rory said. 
 
    “I agree,” I said quickly. 
 
    Istvan clacked his beak. “But we need a simple story to explain the pearl if—and it is very much if—we tell anyone of its existence. If we decide to do so, I would tell a simple truth. A kraken found the orb and passed it to Xi as an oddity that didn’t feel like Faerene magic. By elimination, Xi guessed that it must be a creation of human magic, however unlikely the idea. So he contacted me, as a magistrate with a human familiar. Since I received the orb in my territory I acted as I saw fit by isolating it for consideration. I thanked Xi, and he returned to his life in the ocean depths, his duty to the land-based Faerene and to the Migration done.” 
 
    “That will work,” Rory said. 
 
    Xi released his grip on the building. “My thanks. Farewell.” Without ceremony, he departed. The water barely rippled despite his immense size. The kraken definitely had their own kind of subtle magic. 
 
    My knees wobbled. “I did not expect this.” I stared at the pearl. 
 
    “Xi held it, so we should be able to, as well,” Istvan said. “Rory?” 
 
    Rory put his hand lightly against the pearl. There was no reaction.  
 
    Istvan then touched it with his beak. Again, the pearl remained unchanged. “Very good. With your permission, Amy, I shall hide it under a wing.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The pearl levitated out of my hands and disappeared under his wing. “Rory, if you could open the portal to the hall, I will put this in my room.” 
 
    I didn’t protest Istvan taking charge of humanity’s pearl. It was a responsibility for the Magistrate of the North American Territory, not for me. I had no emotional connection to the orb. It was a complication and a danger I couldn’t even completely comprehend. 
 
    We walked through Rory’s portal to the roof of the hall, and descended to our rooms, parting with a simple “goodnight”. 
 
    Once safely in our room, with the doors closed and warded, I threw myself backward on the bed. “Ugh.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rory collapsed beside me. 
 
    “My hands smell like seaweed.” It was the least of my problems. The human mind is an amazing thing. Faced with world-changing information, I was hung up on the smell clinging to my fingers. I wriggled off the bed and went to wash them. The hot water and rose-scented soap was so nice that I stripped off and took a shower. 
 
    It was still our honeymoon. Rory joined me. 
 
    I woke to find myself half-covered by a quilt and half by a very hot (in every sense of the word) werewolf. Sharing a bed with Rory radiating heat like a banked fire meant far fewer blankets. 
 
    He’d placed an alarm clock by the bed, his contribution to making my room our room. I yawned and ignored it. I traced a finger along his arm, idly marking territory. He was all mine to enjoy and explore, to cherish. 
 
    His eyes opened. 
 
    “I love you,” I said. 
 
    Sleepy affection warmed his eyes. “How much?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I withdrew my hand. No more caresses for misbehaving husbands. 
 
    “I was thinking…breakfast in bed?” He rolled fully on top of me, stopping my protest with an enthusiastic kiss, before continuing to roll all the way out of bed. “I need bacon.” 
 
    “Mmm, and coffee,” I said yearningly. 
 
    We detoured on the way to breakfast, though. “Good morning, Istvan.” 
 
    The black griffin was already in his office, dictating to Urwin while Radka waited with a stack of papers. 
 
    “Can we have a moment?” I asked after greeting the two clerks. Radka looked brittle, but had chosen to work. “Alone?” 
 
    At Istvan’s nod, Radka and Urwin departed. The centaur closed the door behind him. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about the pearl.” It was huge, not only in itself, but for what it represented. Millennia ago humans had possessed magic, and had renounced it. “I took an oath that gifted you my magic, Istvan. My oath was coerced.” 
 
    Neither Rory nor Istvan contested that fact. The human familiar trials that had culminated in the oath-giving had been designed to intimidate. Istvan stiffened fractionally. 
 
    I had been forced into Faerene society and its world view, but I’d found a home here. Found love. 
 
    I’d found a purpose and I would hold onto it. “I want to continue to research and to write the book I’d planned, This Is The Faerene. Humans need it. That’s part of what General Dabiri is asking for with his proposal to trade with the town. Humans need to learn who the Faerene are. Fear grows in darkness. Stupid horror stories fill the gaps where true knowledge should be.”  
 
    I tangled my fingers with Rory’s. “There’s no one I’d trust more with my magic, my husband included, than you, Istvan. It’s the same with the pearl. I don’t have the knowledge of magic, of the Migration or of the Faerene generally to determine how best to handle the pearl. Xi gave it to me because I’m your human familiar, and the kraken thought very carefully before he took that action. Please, keep the pearl, Istvan. And if you decide it should be activated.” I was renouncing my rights over humanity’s pearl and I was going to do it comprehensively. No hesitation. Trust had to be given completely or what value did it have? “You can use my magic to activate the pearl.” 
 
    Istvan tipped his head to the side. “Do you think we should activate it?” 
 
    “No.” I pulled Rory’s arm around my waist, instinctively wrapping myself in comfort. “That’s not a forever no, but for now…I think humanity has endured as much change as we can survive.” 
 
    “And the pearl’s existence changes things,” Rory added. “I think we need to reflect on the implications of people learning about it before we reveal its existence. In fact, it may be that until humans and Faerene fully embrace one another, blending our societies, the pearl should stay hidden. Everyone, not just humans, need to grow a bit. Settle a bit.” 
 
    I smiled at him, grateful and proud of his understanding. It wasn’t just humans who had to prove themselves worthy of the pearl. The fact of its existence and the knowledge it held could be game changers for the Faerene as well. 
 
    “I agree,” Istvan said. “I will guard humanity’s pearl, and in the fullness of time when it is revealed, I will take responsibility for not disclosing its existence immediately. No, Amy, that is my right as magistrate,” he silenced my protest that we were in this with him. He stretched his spine and resettled his wings. “Now, breakfast!” 
 
    After a loud, gregarious breakfast Rory and I decided to cross the bridge to view Lajos’s progress with his garden. Really, it was an excuse to wander through town together. It was a glorious day. Our joined hands swung between us. Rory whistled a marching tune under his breath. 
 
    We’d barely gone one street before he paused to discuss modifying the Hope Fang Pack house with Berre, who’d just emerged from the hardware store. 
 
    I wondered idly if Faerene husbands could become lost in hardware stores as easily as human husbands had. 
 
    “Modify the apartment’s bathroom how?” Rory asked. 
 
    He’d built the pack house of stone using magic and it occupied a central and commanding location in town near the magistrate hall and with a view across the river. One day, we might live there. For now, the pack was split between it, guard quarters at the hall, and a couple of private log homes on the west side of town across the river. Some non-pack families were, meantime, renting apartments at the pack house. The rules for a new town like Justice meant houses had to be occupied, or the owner lost them. 
 
    “The mother wants a bath rather than a shower,” Berre said. “We could get one of Peggy’s boys to swap out—” 
 
    I ceased listening. The sun was warm and I treasured the ordinariness of the moment. At the sound of clip-clopping hooves, I squinted against the sun’s glare.  
 
    Mayor Bataar trotted toward us. His tail swished as emphatically as if it was summer and there were flies to swat. Whether unicorn or centaur, that meant trouble. 
 
    And where there was trouble—or the possibility of an entertaining story—there was Callum. Although the newspaper editor had lost his customary expression of detached curiosity. A worried frown drew his eyebrows together. He gazed at me. 
 
    Rory abruptly curtailed his conversation with Berre. “Problem, Bataar?”  
 
    “General Dabiri hailed one of the police who was passing by the temporary human camp on her patrol. The general said he had a message for Amy. A letter.” He gave it to me. 
 
    I ripped open the envelope. 
 
    At the beginning of the apocalypse, the Faerene had removed plastic from the world. It had been frightening to realize how many of our everyday objects had relied on it. Pens, for instance. Even most fountain pens had contained ink in plastic cartridges. Pencils became the common writing implement. 
 
    I unfolded a single sheet of paper. It had been folded in three.  
 
    The first words would have dropped me to my knees if Rory hadn’t caught me. As it was, a whipped animal whimper escaped me. 
 
    Amy.  
 
    It’s me. Dad. 
 
    “Read it with me,” I said hoarsely to Rory. In my hands, the piece of paper fluttered too much for anyone to read it. 
 
    He gently steadied my hand. 
 
    Amy. 
 
    It’s me. Dad. 
 
    I know you won’t recognize my handwriting. No one ever wrote in the old world. Do you remember your favorite toy? Lou-ann was a goose with blue wings. Her wings were stitched to her body and you would throw her everywhere so that she could fly. 
 
    I hiccupped. “I did.” 
 
    When we said our good-byes on the phone, I didn’t give up. I made it to the Loire River and hustled a berth on a boat down to the port of Saint-Nazaire. My years of sailing paid off. I got a crew position on a schooner. We sailed for New York, and made it. New York has changed. 
 
    You said you were in Apfall Hill, and I got a map. Attempting to reach Pennsylvania was harder than crossing the Atlantic. But it’s like I always said, tough it out. 
 
    “Dad never said ‘tough it out’. He used to tell me ‘There’s an easy path and a right path. You and me, we take the right path’. Oh, God! He’s warning me.” 
 
    When I met people who could tell me you’d survived, it broke me. I cried. They said they could get a letter to you, so I want you to know I love you. 
 
    Dad. 
 
    Shivers shook me, tearing me apart as violently as my emotions. “I thought he was dead. I thought he was dead and Mom was dead. I gave up. I gave up on them. I didn’t ask you to find them. I didn’t want to know they were dead. I was wrong. So wrong. Dad. Da-ad.” I wailed like a three year old, and Rory rocked and hushed me as if I was a heart-broken toddler. 
 
    Then Istvan was there, and we returned to the hall with Rory carrying me, which was ridiculous. I could walk. I mumbled that fact into his shoulder. 
 
    Rory vetoed the idea. “If I’m not holding you, there’ll be nothing to stop me following my instinct to eviscerate the bastards who threatened you.” 
 
    “What?” We’d reached the town hall, and I wiped my eyes with a handkerchief Berre passed me. 
 
    The pack was there, gathered around us as we entered Istvan’s office. The door slammed, shutting out everyone else. 
 
    Mine weren’t the only volatile emotions in the room, but where I was torn between happiness and a grief I’d suppressed for all the months of the apocalypse, the Faerene were furious. 
 
    Istvan crouched low, catching my gaze. “Amy, your father’s letter had a postscript in a different hand. It said, ‘Be ready’.” 
 
    “They’re holding your father hostage,” Rory said bluntly. 
 
    I took a shuddering breath. “I know. That’s why Dad reminded me to choose the right path. But that depends what the general wants.” 
 
    Oscar flushed purple with anger. However, he remained his level-headed, shrewd self. “And why risk this now? They must have brought the letter with them. Why play that card now? Threatening the only human embedded in Faerene society ought to be a tactic of last resort. They can’t have thought we’d allow it.” 
 
    “They panicked.” Sorcha was a werewolf and one of the newer members of Rory’s pack. She was a leatherworker, but her confident tone and incisive analysis hinted at a different profession on Elysium. Perhaps a military intelligence background. “They’ve seen Faerene pouring into Justice and trickling back out. They don’t know of Rory and Amy’s wedding. To them, the timing of the gathering is a response to their request to trade with us.”   
 
    Berre snorted. “They’re not that important.” 
 
    “But they want to be,” Sorcha said. 
 
    “It would have been an overwhelming display of Faerene numbers traveling in.” Yana rubbed my arm, saying that she was pack and she was there. And perhaps she, too, needed to steady herself. This was how pack—family—reacted when one of their own was threatened. 
 
    “Fort Farm,” I said. 
 
    “Yana and me,” Berre said before Rory could respond. “Send us. Your family knows us and we’ll fit in.” 
 
    I gripped Yana’s wrist. “Thank you.”  
 
    She kissed my forehead. 
 
    “Collect your gear.” A growl rolled through Rory’s voice. “I’ll open a portal in ten minutes.” 
 
    That he wasn’t taking any chances with my adopted family’s welfare comforted me. My brain could start thinking rather than just drowning in emotion. “How did they find Dad?” 
 
    “Apfall Hill.” Istvan had my father’s letter floating in front of him for scrutiny. “You said that your father embedded his message for you to choose a right path. I suspect he also mentioned Apfall Hill on purpose. After your story of being chosen as a familiar, mention of Apfall Hill became something General Dabiri’s spies watched out for. Your father mentioned his attempt to reach Apfall Hill to someone in a caravan, perhaps hoping to join them, and…they took him,” Istvan concluded resolutely. 
 
    Just as resolutely, I held back further tears with a massive effort of will. 
 
    Rory snarled. 
 
    “They threatened you, his new mate,” Oscar said. “Rory’s control is astounding. Other werewolves would have transformed and had to either be contained or let loose to slaughter the enemy.” 
 
    “Humans are now my enemy?” My voice wobbled. 
 
    Rory hugged me bruisingly tight, trying to absorb my pain and give comfort. Or maybe trying to stop himself from rushing off to kill those who’d made me feel this way. 
 
    “If they hurt Dad, you can hurt them,” I half-promised, half-asked Rory.  
 
    “They’ll hurt.” 
 
    Somehow the feral note of violence in his response helped me find balance. I leaned against his shoulder and listened to the slow rhythm of his breathing, which was that of a predator poised to strike. “The postscript on the letter said to be ready.” I twisted my neck to look up at him. “Be ready for what?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Want More? 
 
      
 
    Amy’s adventures continue in First Magic, which will be out in October 2019. Before then I’ll release the second book in the Interstellar Sheriff series, Space Rodeo. Look for it in July! To stay up to date on new books from me, please follow my author page on Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Jenny-Schwartz/e/B0042MAD86  
 
      
 
    I have three other complete series. 
 
      
 
    Shamans & Shifters Space Opera series. Complete (for now): 
 
      
 
    Her Robot Wolf  
 
    Cosmic Catalyst  
 
    Shattered Earth  
 
    Jingle Stars  
 
    The Ceph Sector  
 
      
 
    The Old School series. Strong women saving monsters & solving mysteries. 
 
      
 
    Phoenix Blood 
 
    Fantastical Island 
 
    Storm Road 
 
    Fire Fall 
 
    Desert Devil 
 
    Amaranthine Kiss 
 
    Shangri-La Spell 
 
      
 
    The Collegium series. A secret order defends humanity from supernatural dangers. 
 
      
 
    Demon Hunter 
 
    Djinn Justice 
 
    Dragon Knight 
 
    Doctor Wolf 
 
    Plague Cult  
 
    Hollywood Demon  
 
    Alchemy Shift 
 
      
 
    Catch up with me at my Facebook page, on Twitter @Jenny_Schwartz, or at my website. 
 
      
 
    Jenny 
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