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      “Nothing comes without sacrifice.”

      The words drifted up to the loft, shackling themselves around Grey’s wrists, lightly stained with charcoal. He ran the stick over the paper, shadows dancing with each movement in the orange glow of the setting sun. Flittering, torn sheets of off-black fabric hung over his little nest, framing crumbling buildings slowly sparking to life with candlelight.

      “We know,” whined one of the children clustered past the dilapidated railing.

      “What’s that got to do with the story?” piped up another.

      The husky chuckle of the older man soothingly clung to Grey’s soul, like smoke on his clothes from the clove cigars the man enjoyed every morning. “Tonight’s tale begins with a brave knight from all the way back when the world first fell to the Wild Hunt.”

      Silence descended, save the creak of the older man’s wooden chair and Grey’s pale hand dragging against parchment. Soft blades of grass climbed upward with each flick, filling in his imaginary landscape of someplace far from here where midnight hues wrapped themselves around stones and trees circling this clearing—the one from his dreams.

      “She was a fledgling macharomancer⁠—”

      Grey quietly scoffed, shaking his head while he began smudging the shadows of his work. A bitter tang welled up from the back of his throat, and he swiped away a phantom twitch under his left eye.

      “And her lover was a skilled austromancer princess, trapped by her own father, the king of their young little kingdom. Every few nights, the princess would travel via dreams to her dear knight, but every time she did this, it would leave her body weak and unrested. Eventually, the king became suspicious, and called upon his captive sciomancer to force his daughter into a deep, dreamless sleep.”

      A little hand shot up, and Grey peered over the railing again.

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t sciomancers feed on dreams?”

      “Ah, that they do.” He wagged a finger at the boy, a twinkle in his dark eyes. “And that was the king’s first mistake. He didn’t yet understand the true scope of his enemies’ powers, so he sat back, pleased he had solved his problem without realizing that he’d given his captive a wellspring of it.”

      Grey wiped his hand on the knee of his pants and stood, wandering over to the large, metal lever. The crisscrossing bulbs drooping from the ceiling brightened in the wake of the fading sun, but the children were still glued to their storyteller like they were every night. He leaned over the railing, shaggy black hair dipping over his eyes as he let himself fall into the story as well.

      “The princess, realizing something had gone horribly wrong, had suspected that the captive had been made to consume her dreams, and snuck down to the dungeons to bargain with him. She said that if he could allow her half of a night’s dream, he could have the other, and then they could both benefit. He agreed, and they plotted their escape with the aid of the knight.

      “Every night, the princess taught the knight the layout of the castle, pointing out its weak spots when it came to enemy magic. And the knight gathered up a small army of mancers, who helped train her in exchange for a shot at looting the palace or taking revenge on the king from a past transgression.”

      A shrill little voice cut in. “What kind of loot?”

      “Yeah! Was it faerie treasure? Soul glass?”

      “A sacrificial ruby? Oh! Oh! What about⁠—”

      The man laughed and brought his hands down in a placating gesture. “That’s not really important, but let’s say it was a lot of alchemist gold.”

      The children broke into excited whispers, and Grey hummed a gentle sigh, his fingers curling around the lacquered wood. All anticipation was ripped away with the squeal of a door and an older woman stepped inside, dropping a bag in the entry with a clatter of goods tucked within. Every eye snapped to her and her prominent scowl.

      “Atticus, shouldn’t these children be home by now? The sun’s gone down.”

      A chorus of tiny pleas cried out, and Atticus softly clapped his palms together. “I suppose this tale will have to conclude tomorrow. Aunt Ingrid is right. I guess I let time get away from me.” He rose, and his audience of pouting children clamored to their feet, trying their hands at one last attempt to convince him otherwise before Ingrid nudged them out the door.

      “Honestly, Atti, you really shouldn’t be filling the neighborhood kids’ heads with fluffy stories⁠—”

      “They’re not just fluffy stories,” he said, mirth creeping into his tone.

      Ingrid’s eyes scaled the ladder, finally narrowing on Grey. “Is he lying?” Her tone flat.

      Grey hesitated, pushing his hair to the side with a grimace. “I’m not sure, but… I don’t think it’s a great idea to be romanticizing other mancers…”

      She shot Atticus a scowl, but the man simply rolled his eyes.

      “I think you two are being too overly critical⁠—”

      “Overly critical?” Ingrid folded her arms over her chest. “Grey, come down here.”

      He swallowed, pushing off the railing and sliding down the metal ladder’s frame. Dust stirred up at his feet the moment his shoes hit the floorboards, each following step a complaint on his way to stand next to them both.

      Ingrid gripped his arm, shoving his hair away from his left eye for Atticus, who turned his head away like he’d been slapped—all lightheartedness gone from his expression, traded for a wince of pain. Pain because of the milky iris staring back at him, even though Grey couldn’t see through it. He felt his hair fall back into place, mostly obscuring it from view again.

      “Do you really want to lure those kids into a false sense of security?” she asked, her forehead wrinkling. “Think about how so many of us have died at the hands of other mancers or tortured because they despise our abilities—us. This boy shouldn’t have had some sick, twisted individual cheer over beating his magic and robbing him of part of his sight.”

      Grey’s head dipped, and he tugged his sleeves down over his hands, feeling awkwardly embarrassed about the entire situation. Ingrid sighed, Grey’s ear perking at the scrape of her boots against the floor just outside of his periphery. Her steps dampened as she moved further into the hovel of an apartment.

      “Grey,” Atticus breathed. “You know I didn’t mean any harm⁠—”

      “I know.” He lifted his chin, locking gazes with those twinkling, hopeful eyes set into such a rugged frame of a face—rugged with spots from age and sun exposure instead of the many fights he used to tell Grey stories about.

      A small smirk returned, and he reached for Grey’s shoulder. The warm, strong weight that followed anchored him in the midst of that deep, haunting ache. “I’m honestly surprised you haven’t up and left us by now. A bright young thing like you shouldn’t be hold up with a couple of old maids.”

      Grey huffed a short laugh. “Forty-something isn’t that old⁠—”

      “Please, forty-nine is practically fifty. I’ve lived well over two of your lives.” His fingers pressed into his muscle. “When I was twenty-one, I was itching to see the world, and you’re just sitting up there night and day with your drawings and journaled musings.”

      He pushed Atticus’s hand away, shaking his head. “And I’m fine with that.”

      “What are you going to do when you finally feel your Calling?”

      He snorted. “Ingrid said not everyone has a Calling. I think I would’ve run into it by now.”

      “There’s still time, and I don’t want you to be afraid when it keeps you up at night and tries to drag you outside this wreck of a town.” Atticus waved his finger in front of Grey’s nose.

      He bit back a bemused smirk. “I’m not nearly as adventurous as you, Uncle Atti.”

      “You never know, my boy. You never know.”
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        * * *

      

      Warmth settled in Grey’s belly as he sank into his mattress after dinner, curled up with his journal and a chewed-up pen. His drawing from earlier puffed up the prior pages from where he pasted it inside like a captured memory, where it pushed back with each word pressed into its conjoined piece.

      Every inked letter soothed him closer toward sleep, along with the soft humming drifting from the neighbor’s window. He yawned and stretched as he set his flimsy, leather-bound notebook to the side and huddled into the blankets. His eyes closed, and the world vanished for a fraction of a second.

      In a blink, the apartment was dark, the melodic notes climbing through the window had ceased, and pale light spilled over the floorboards, licking at the railing. He turned over, half-sitting up to bask in the presence of the moon’s waxing state. Grey’s head dropped back down to the pillow before he rolled over to his back, sucking in a deep, calming breath and closing his eyes.

      But this time, sleep didn’t take him.

      Instead, the image of his drawing seared into his eyelids, taunting him. Grimacing, he threw back the covers and sat up, rubbing at his face. Each movement turned into a jolt, demanding he keep going, like some restless creature had slunk under his skin. He pulled on his worn, faded hoodie over his rumpled black shirt. Muddied boots were tugged over slim, ripped, dark jeans. His hands absently shoved item after item into his bag—a lantern, a compass, a knife, a small collection of coins he’d saved from the artwork he’d been commissioned for. Then his fingers twitched as he reached for his journal, resting next to his small heap of art supplies.

      That alarm pulsed through him, snapping at him to hurry like a rabid dog on his heels. Grey scooped it up, dumped it into his bag, and bundled up his supplies to tuck them inside as well. He scurried over to the ladder, quietly crawling down until a creak sounded at the bottom.

      “No Calling, hm?”

      Grey spun around, eyes wide as he caught Atticus lingering at the edge of the hall, leaning against the corner. A soft, tired smile tipped up the corner of his mouth. Grey swallowed.

      But Atticus started for the kitchen, plucking open the cabinets and wrapping homemade protein bars and dried fruit in cheesecloth. “You should probably take some food with you just in case you’re traveling out of the way for a few days.” He slid the care package across the counter in offering as Grey finally moved from the other end of the small living room. The padded, quiet tap of cabinets closing again gave him pause with his bag dipping off his shoulder.

      “I don’t want to inconvenience you two⁠—”

      “Please, Grey, like you’ve ever done that.” Atticus turned back around and rested his forearms against the smooth granite. “We had the choice to dump you in the arms of someone else, and we chose to keep you. You’ll always be our son—nephew, whatever you want to call it. Blood or no blood, you’re always welcome here. We will always take care of you.”

      Grey fought against the pressure pricking at the backs of his eyes, opting for a nod instead of a thank you for fear of his voice cracking. He collected the dry goods as Atticus rounded the counter and pulled him into a hug. The faint notes of cloves made his heart squeeze before anticipating that final pat on the back.

      And then Grey was out in the hallway of the complex, half the windows boarded up with the other half blown out and cleared away. He jogged down the stairs, goosebumps running up and down his arms the further he traveled alongside the cool night air. The propped open door at the end of the candle-lit lobby gave way to car-cluttered streets. Each one positioned to be a rusted, moss-covered, makeshift barricade to deter any mischievous fair folk from the nearby forest. He made his way through to the huddled group of insomniacs posted at the edge of town, always on watch like guards.

      “Grey?” one of them asked, a trail of smoke pouring from his lips as his cigarette wafted to his side. “Going somewhere?”

      “Yeah,” he breathed, slowing at the rim of rubble and rebar.

      A couple of them shared hesitant glances and frowns. “Where?”

      “Don’t know yet.”

      “Ah,” the first replied with a knowing smirk. “Enjoy the ride then. We’ll look forward to the party once you get back. Safe Calling.”

      A clap on the back, then another with a call for good luck, and Grey weaved his way past the makeshift wall into the sea of charred houses. Straight into the undulating shadows within the untamed woods in the early hours of the morning.
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      A warm, orange hue spilled over the clearing before Grey, framing a decaying city basking in the last light of day before it was snuffed out by impending night. He gripped his bag strap as he stumbled closer to the iron-link fence on aching legs. The steel sheets reinforcing it barely held off the vines weaving through the diamonds.

      His heart leapt into his throat when he glimpsed the two guards starting to push the gates shut. “Wait!” he called, waving his hand as he sprinted across the last stretch.

      One paused and reached for something at his hip. “State your business.”

      Grey stopped short, skidding against the mix of gravel and asphalt underfoot the second the guard’s weapon glinted—darkened steel and rounded muzzle. He threw up his hands and swallowed. “I-I’m just a traveler.”

      The gun still dangled at the guard’s side while the other put his hand on the one at his own belt, quietly waiting for a signal to back up his partner. Guard number one frowned and jerked his chin toward him. “Mark or no entry.”

      Grey hesitated, sweat breaking out along his spine, especially once he saw the unadorned triangle inked on his opponent’s uncovered forearm. He slowly reached for his sleeve, his heart racing as he pulled it up. His own reversed triangle with two lines—the upper bar just short of touching the edges while the lower struck cleanly through.

      The halomancer guard scowled, but he beckoned for Grey to come forward. He slunk toward him, ducking his head before he was directed to stand just inside the gate. A resounding clang of the two bumping together and latching into place sent chills through Grey.

      “Follow me,” the halomancer guard snapped, mid-stride on his way past.

      Grey jogged behind and worried at the ends of his sleeves as he noted the additional ring of barrier between him and the inner wards. He peered past the vertical bars to the dilapidated cinderblock, brick, and corrugated, rusted metal all obscuring his view of anyone dwelling within. A heavy door squealed open, and he tensed up, jerking to a stop before the halomancer nodded for him to step inside.

      “Bren will get you checked into the city,” he grumbled. “Don’t cause any trouble for him, or you can spend the night in a cell.”

      Grey jumped as the door slammed shut behind him, the guard leaving him in a room where he could touch both walls with his fingertips if he stretched his arms out into a T. A single, dim, exposed lightbulb hung above a small square table and folding chairs with another door lingering behind it.

      He shifted and readjusted his bag before wiping his palms on his pants. From the sweat starting to slide down the back of his neck, it had to be at least several degrees warmer in this box of a room, especially with the lack of wind he’d enjoyed outside. Grey jolted as the far door opened to a man in crisp, white button-up with the sleeves rolled to his elbows—his black-inked sliced-through triangle mark on full display.

      Austromancer.

      The man—Bren, Grey supposed—nudged up his round wire glasses with a knuckle. “Please, have a seat.”

      Grey absently nodded and pulled back the chair in time with Bren, settling into the ripped padding with a teeth-gritting squeak.

      “So…” Bren began, unfolding a piece of paper and flattening it out against the table. “I’ll need your name, approximate age, and your reason for admittance.”

      Grey’s fingers dug into his knees. “Um, my name is Grey—with an E.” He watched him quickly scribble it down. “I’m twenty.”

      “And you’re a hemomancer?” Bren glanced up with a raised brow.

      “Y-yes,” Grey whispered, noting the man’s pursed lips and subtle nod as he recreated his hemomancer mark. “I-is that a problem?”

      Bren hesitated. “No, however, we do have the requirement that hemomancers wear gloves while in public. If you’re caught without them, that’s grounds for a night in the cells.”

      “O-oh.” He swallowed. “I-I don’t have any gloves.” Grey reached for his bag with the bizarre hope that there would be a pair in there.

      “We have spares,” Bren said with the wave of a hand. “I can collect a set for you after we’re done with the paperwork. Onto the reason for admittance first.”

      “I’m just traveling,” Grey said, rubbing his hands together under the table.

      “So you’re passing through?”

      “Um, I might need to stay for a couple nights, but I don’t know yet.”

      Bren scowled. “You don’t know?”

      He squirmed in his seat. “Well, um, I’m in the middle of a Calling⁠—”

      His eyes lit up with a sudden understanding. “Ah. Understood.” He quickly jotted something else down before smoothly drawing what had to be his signature at the bottom of the page. “All right, assuming you’re telling the truth, I’ll be giving you a temporary pass and gloves. Should you be caught without either of these…” He motioned for Grey to finish for him.

      “Cells?” Grey said quietly.

      “Cells. Same goes for if we discover you’re lying about any of the information you’ve given me, including the reason for being here. We don’t take kindly to hemomancers that take advantage of the system to continue serial killing.”

      Grey’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. “I wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, I’m sure.” He snapped the paper in the air. “I’ll be right back with your things, and then you’ll be released into the city.” His chair scraped against the cement floor, followed by the rush of a small breeze with the door swinging open and closed again.

      Grey fidgeted with the loose threads of his bag while he waited. The Calling didn’t nag him in any way he’d expected, despite still being unsure of where he was meant to be going, let alone what he should be doing. He straightened again when the door popped open and Bren waved him through.

      He scrambled out of his seat and slammed his hip into the corner of the table on his way out. Wincing, he hobbled through the caged hallway to an open window with a small shelf bearing a thick-banded, neon-green, nylon bracelet and a pair of gloves with that same violent green color stitched into the backs in the pattern of hemomancer marks.

      Bren handed them over, careful not to make any skin-to-skin contact, which made Grey’s heart drop. He should’ve expected it, but the action stung worse than he cared to admit, especially after dwelling solely among other hemomancers that trusted each other. Those who pulled blood from other mancers were an anomaly—something Uncle Atticus depicted in tales as unhinged monsters, corrupted by the fair folk.

      But Grey tugged on the bracelet and the gloves, trying to ignore the sting of rejection that came with them. Bren turned his key in the gate’s lock and pushed it open.

      “You’re free to go. Behave, and you’ll be fine.”

      Grey ducked through the doorway with the clang of the gate sounding behind him. He stared up at the half-exposed stairways climbing upward in the shells of once-magnificent buildings towering over the walkways below. Awe overtook him as he slowly spun around to soak it all in: the people kicking their legs off the balconies missing railings, nature breaking through patches of broken cement and hunks of metal to cling to walls and spread roots underfoot, and the individuals enjoying the last gasp of the evening sunlight while they snapped on electric lamps and lit candles in storefront windows and bars.

      He stared forward, folding his gloved, marked hands under his crossed arms like he was fighting off a non-existent chill on his way to find a hot meal and a bed. The clusters of mancers dipping in and out of crowded venues made his stomach clench—no way to tell who was what with the blur of sleeves, bandanas, and jewelry obscuring their marks as they passed.

      The double doors to a pub with a hand-carved sign greeted him, drawing him in like a moth to a flame, despite having to side-step the patrons walking out with thermoses in hand. Quiet jokes about heading off to work drifted between them as Grey slipped past and inhaled the homey scent of roasting potatoes. He walked past the booths, gripping his bag strap on his way to the bar to claim a seat.

      Grey hoisted himself onto a wood-topped stool and gently dropped his bag at his feet with a brief glance around at the other customers chatting amongst themselves, not paying him any attention until a bartender stopped in front of him. His head swiveled around to a kind-eyed woman with tight curls. “What can I do for you, sweetheart?”

      He wrung his hands under the bar counter. “Could I get a glass of water?”

      “Sure thing,” she said, tapping the countertop before she spun around and plucked up a glass. A moment later it scraped against the wood countertop in front of him. “Can I get you something to eat too?”

      “Yeah, actually… What’s today’s special?”

      “Grilled chicken with a side of roasted, cheesy potatoes. Does that work?”

      He nodded, and she beamed before trotting off to the kitchen. Grey reached for the glass, knocking some of it back until he caught a man glowering in his direction from the corner of his good eye. He quickly set the glass back down and hid his gloved hands under the counter again. Unfortunately, the whispers had already started with the guy leaning over to talk to the other person he was with, who then, in turn, glanced over his shoulder at Grey. They got up from their bar seats and moved down to the other end, earning confused looks from the other patrons.

      The scrape of a chair at one of the tables a little further down made Grey squeeze his hands together in shame. Every stray eye moved from him, back to their dining companion and then occasionally slipped back, forcing his heart to pound in time with the demanding clap of soles against the plank flooring. When it stopped, a hand shot out and gripped the countertop next to him, followed by a body slinking into the stool in front of it. But Grey could only focus on the neon-green stitching of the glove until the fellow hemomancer leaned forward to disrupt his line of sight.

      A wicked, feral grin and sharp, dark eyes barely visible behind a shaggy mop of dark hair just about stopped his heart. “Hey there, kid? I’m guessing you’re new to town. Name’s Hyde.” He held out his hand to hover in the small gap between them.

      Grey fidgeted with his gloves, glancing around the pub with that trickle of fear of other peoples’ reactions to his magic.

      “Hey—”

      His head whipped around to the scowling bartender. She set the plate down with a little more force than Grey expected, making him jump. But her irritation wasn’t aimed at Grey—it was at Hyde.

      “Leave this boy alone,” she snapped. “You’re lucky I haven’t kicked you out yet⁠—”

      “What?” he drawled, a self-satisfied smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I can’t talk to one of my own?”

      Her lips parted in surprise as her eyes darted over to Grey, who instinctively reached for his hair to brush it over his face like it might hide him—and ripped his arm back down the second her face twisted in conflict. She’d seen that mark, but instead of commenting on it, she turned and moved onto the next patron.

      Shame wormed through him, even more so when Hyde sighed and dropped his chin into his palm. “I’d get used to that sort of reaction if I were you,” he mumbled as he watched her go. “Not many people around here care for hemomancers. They assume we’re all one bad day away from snapping. We might as well be outcast as fair folk at this rate, so it’s no wonder we have our own havens.”

      Grey hesitantly picked up his silverware and began cutting into his chicken, despite the sickening feeling that churned in his gut. “I’m Grey, by the way,” he whispered.

      A soft chuckle sounded in return. “I also take it you’re new to the cold shoulder treatment?”

      “A little. I’ve only ever lived around other hemomancers.”

      “Well, there’s a small ward of us here in the city if you’re looking for a place to stay.”

      Grey lifted his head, finally meeting his eyes again as he halted his cutting. “Really?”

      That sharp, cutting smile surfaced again. “Of course. We got to take care of each other in a place like this.”
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        * * *

      

      Hyde whistled as he led the way through the streets, though Grey stumbled every couple blocks on uneven pavement. A few heads turned to find the source of the noise before their gazes drifted to Grey. The worried and perturbed looks followed them from shadowed nooks in stairwells and overhangs as they passed, even with some starting for their doors to turn in for the night.

      That is, until a commotion up ahead drew them away from their hovels. Heads poked out of dimly lit window frames and doorways while Hyde’s tune faltered and cut short with his stroll. Grey stopped alongside him, taking in the small crowd surging forward in front of another sector gate.

      “They’re coming!” cried a woman wobbling on a crate along a bisecting wall. “The fair folk will destroy this place and rip us all to pieces if we don’t give them what they want. I’ve seen it⁠—”

      Hyde scoffed and grumbled, “Another damn lithomancer off their rocker.”

      Murmurs rippled through the crowd before a young man piped up: “But the last Wild Hunt was a decade ago, wasn’t it? The fair folk shouldn’t be asking for another just yet, should they?” His head swiveled around, as if to confirm with the rest of the gawkers.

      “He’s right,” an older man chimed in, scratching his beard. “They’re usually at least a quarter century apart.”

      The woman stomped on the crate, demanding the crowd’s attention again. “Then how do you explain the increased aggression from the woods? Are you claiming not to hear the howls at night?”

      She threw her arm out toward the wall obscuring the pinkish-purple gasp of evening. Right on cue, a shrill scream of a creature ripped through the air. Everyone jumped or tensed, their fear echoed by a baby’s cry from a window.

      Her arm fell back against her side with her chin held high. “It’s never been this bad since before the last Wild Hunt,” she ground out. “Believe my vision or not, but if we don’t give them what they want soon, they’ll bring the Hunt here.”

      A sharp whistle cut her off, and Grey immediately recoiled, jerking his hands up to his ears as every eye turned to Hyde. He cleared his throat and loosely held out his arms in a slight shrug. “You act as if the Grand Capital’s legion hasn’t always taken care of this when it’s time to ship off our little sacrifices for the fair folk’s blood sport.” They crowd shifted and glanced around at each other while the woman glared daggers at him.

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “Always the case?” Hyde growled. “It is. Those fuckers have tea with the damn fair folk from what I’ve heard. They’re more than willing to collect a few mancers to appease them and continue living their cushy lives while they leave the rest of us to squabble over things we need to survive. So, if you don’t mind” —he stepped forward, showing off the back of his gloves, instantly parting the sea of people with glimmers of fear in their eyes— “us hemomancers are just trying to head home for the night.”

      People shuffled back or dispersed as Hyde led the way past. Grey scurried behind him with his head down, only half-hiding his gloves in the folds of his sweatshirt or under his bag strap. The jingle of the chain-link fence signaled their freedom from scrutiny, followed by a sharp clang as it fell back in the frame.

      “Fucking doomsayers,” Hyde hissed. “They act like they don’t know that the fair folk want entertainment more than anything. There’s a reason why they agreed to not killing us forever ago in favor of just taking six to torment—a game to mess with each mancer in fun new ways.” He wiggled his fingers like a street magician might after swindling their audience.

      Grey shuffled alongside him as they passed an older man whittling a small piece of wood. He rocked back and forth in time with Hyde’s footsteps on their way up to the building. An exchange of nods gave way to the man eyeing Grey, but he said nothing on his way inside, despite the curious glint to his gaze.

      The door creaked open to a decrepit, propped-open oven, pumping heat into the crumbling duplex. Its main floor’s adjoining wall was partially blown out with fae-crafted letters carved into the wood like an ominous threat. Hyde strode along them and started up the stairs, his voice echoing off the paneling: “The spare room’s at the end of the hall. Marielle—the old guy’s daughter—typically makes breakfast after her morning shopping. I’ll ask her to make a little extra for you so you don’t go hungry.”

      Grey sputtered. “You don’t have to⁠—”

      Hyde waved a hand as they reached the landing. “Please, it’s not a big deal. Us hemomancers got to stick together, right?” His smirk was far less sharp and menacing this time, traded for something softer and worn. He patted Grey on the shoulder and nudged him toward his room. “Get some rest. One of us will show you around in the morning.”
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      Halfway through the night, Grey had jolted awake to a shrill, high-pitched cry somewhere beyond the city wall. His heart pumped in his chest as he scrambled to sit up in bed and claw at the thin blanket covering the window soaked in moonlight. City guards patrolled the grated catwalk just inside the wall and pointed into the depths of the woods.

      Shimmering reds, yellows, oranges, and violets popped in and out in pairs like glowing gems. Streaks of light appeared and disappeared in zigzags through the brush until the wall obscured the view, the fae creatures prowling closer to the boundary.

      The guards slung their rifles from their backs and ripped pistols from their holsters. Growls and screams from the predators rippled through the air, making Grey shiver as the crack of gunfire clashed against it.

      He didn’t sleep for the rest of the night after that.

      The whimpers of wounded fae and guards’ complaints kept him from drifting. His fingers curled into the blankets like they had so many years ago when he’d sat in the grass of a clearing and marveled at the flowers blooming in midday to recharge their nightly glow. The memory of his mother kneeling down beside him still remained seared into his mind, even if her face was hazy now.

      This is what the fair folk have always sought to protect, so it’s vital to remember to respect them for preserving these wonders.

      He could practically feel her ruffling his hair before taking his hand and leading him to a quiet, shaded spot to enjoy a small picnic of tea and biscuits.

      His cheek sank further into his pillow as the hours waned, pulling him into the first gasp of morning light. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and tugged on his boots before heading to the washroom to clean up. Grey’s mouth watered at the scent of freshly-cooked bacon and bread wafting through the floorboards, beckoning him down the stairs and into a kitchen where Hyde lingered at the island with a coffee mug and watched a woman with curly, pinned-back hair maneuver through her work space.

      “Did you talk to the city guards this morning?” Hyde asked her with his mug hovering near his lips.

      “Yes,” she replied, a sigh lacing that breath of a word before turning around. Two plates of warm, buttered bread, fried eggs, and crisp bacon scraped against the table after her eyes snapped to Grey, who still lingered in the kitchen doorway. A warm smile took over the flicker of surprise on her face, and Hyde shifted in his seat to follow her gaze.

      “Ah, you’re awake,” he said, smirking and patting the countertop next to him. “Grey, this is Marielle. Marielle, Grey.”

      Grey gave a timid wave and scurried up to his spot, where she pushed one of the plates in front of him. When he opened his mouth to object and nudge it back toward her, she shook her head and turned to pull down another plate.

      “So, what brings you out this way, Grey?” she asked through the clinks of silverware.

      “Calling,” he said, barely above a whisper before biting into the still-steaming hunk of bread—just the comfort he needed after the cold welcome of yesterday.

      Marielle raised a brow as she slid her plate in front of theirs and started for the water pitcher. “I would say that’s rather exciting if it weren’t for the fair folk getting so aggressive lately. The city guard had to fend off a small pack of faerie beasts last night. They didn’t really detail the damage, but it didn’t sound particularly reassuring…”

      The splash of water filling each glass cut through the yelps echoing through Grey’s mind from earlier that morning. The fork’s handle dug into his hand.

      “If you feel the urge to leave,” she said, turning and setting a cup down by his plate, “do let us know, all right? I’d hate for you to go wandering out into the night and get ripped apart by those things.”

      Hyde snorted. “You don’t honestly think this is going to continue, do you? It’s probably a weird season change or moon phase⁠—”

      “It’s been over a month.” Marielle shook her head with a grimace. “Not to mention I’ve heard talk about quarantining hemomancers because they think a blood moon is coming and we’ll wipe out the town.” She sighed into her glass, sending ripples through the water. “It always gets worse before it gets better.”

      Hyde waved his fork around. “You’re right, you’re right. Enough doom and gloom for now. Why do you think you’re here, Grey? Hm?” That smirk reappeared, and Marielle rolled her eyes.

      Grey stiffened the second all attention shifted back to him.

      “You don’t have to answ—” she started, Hyde clicking his tongue at her.

      “Um…” Grey began, pushing egg around his plate. “I’m not really all that sure.”

      “What are your strong suits?” Hyde pressed. “Marielle, here is an excellent chef, so her calling brought her to set up a small little restaurant here. And I’m here because I have a knack for storytelling. Even some of the other districts have me entertaining on the weekends.” A glimmer of amusement danced in his eyes as he nursed his coffee again. “So? What do you tend to gravitate toward?”

      Grey’s chewing slowed as he locked onto the dirt under his fingernails—the graphite nearly uncleanable from nights upon nights of sketching. He swallowed. “Drawing.”

      “Oh ho? An artist?” Hyde grinned and nudged him with an elbow, nearly knocking the glass from Grey’s hand. “You’ll have to show us. Imagine all the commissions you could do around here. I could see some of these people paying handsomely for something like that.”

      The water shook as Grey forced out a nervous chuckle. “I had some people commission me back home, but I’m not so sure anyone would—I mean, there are a lot more people here, and they probably have a lot more talent⁠—”

      “Please,” Hyde drawled. “How about a demonstration before lunch so Marielle and I can be the judge of that?” His razor-sharp grin told him he couldn’t argue, so he nodded instead.
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        * * *

      

      Hyde puffed out a draw of his cigarette beside Grey while they sat on the porch. The old man continued his carving and hummed a slight tune as pages flipped back and forth with scrutiny in Hyde’s grasp.

      Grey shifted and pinned his hands between his knees to keep from squirming as he waited for Hyde to say something—a torturous activity that was cut short by movement along the edge of the steps. An orange tabby stared back at him, creeping closer to sniff his boot.

      His couldn’t help but smile, his stress from Hyde’s scrutiny melting away in favor of gaining the small creature’s approval. He held out his gloved hand for the cat to sniff, hoping they wouldn’t be offended that it might’ve smelled strange and musty from wherever the town had been storing these spares.

      A thorough examination from the feline, and he was rewarded with a headbutt against the back of his hand. His heart squeezed as he reached to scratch under their chin, and the cat inched forward for more.

      The turn of another page broke Grey from his trance, and he cleared his throat, still trying to focus his energy on the cat. “They’re nothing really that spectacular…”

      A huff of smoke slipped past Hyde’s lips with a chuckle. “Nothing spectacular?” He shook his head. “You could certainly make a pretty penny from this sort of talent, hemomancer or not. Hell, some of these people might start thinking better of us if you offered this up to the wealthier folk in the center of the city.” Hyde snapped the journal shut, took another long puff of his cigarette, and pushed himself to his feet. The cat gave him a perturbed look, flicking their tail with a growl before Hyde took a step down and the creature skittered off.

      Grey’s heart sank as he watched the cat dart down an alley. He scrambled to his feet, hopping forward to catch himself as Hyde started to wander off with the cloth-bound book in his grasp. “Can I have it ba⁠—”

      Hyde tsked and flicked ashes against the crumbling pavement. “Not until I sell someone a portrait to get your foot in the door.”

      Grey sputtered and grabbed Hyde’s sleeve, the fabric slipping through his gloves with awkward grip. “W-wait⁠—”

      He spun around and held the journal above his shoulder in challenge. “What you have is something that can be used to bring us a little more respect. This is your Calling, Grey. And I feel like it’s part of my duty to finesse the sale of your artistry to flip our reputation.” His brows knit together in concern as Grey pulled on the strings of his hoodie. “You’re nervous.”

      “I-I’m not exactly—” Grey forced out, starting to reach for his eye before he stopped himself, letting it hide behind his hair. “Not exactly comfortable sharing that with other people. It’s sort of a personal sketch journal of sorts, so…” His arms snaked around his body in a self-hug.

      Hyde’s forearm wobbled and dipped before he held it back out for Grey. “Then why don’t we find you a fresh sheet of paper and a place to sketch, hm?”

      He spun on his heel and picked up his languid stride toward a side street. Grey hurried behind, ducking and weaving past refuse in the form of metal and plastic bins, mattresses bleeding stuffing, and glass bottles. Hyde made a sharp turn past a light pole and jogged through the propped-open door.

      Grey skidded to a stop on the threshold and gaped. Neatly lined containers of bundled and single pencils and baskets of paper propped up notebooks on the bookshelves. It was more than Grey had ever encountered back home. Uncle Atticus had given him his journal as a gift shortly after taking him in and told him to take good care of it. Looking at the sad state it was in now with its chewed-up edges and warped paper, he supposed it’d at least been well-loved.

      But, unlike Grey deciding to gawk in the door frame, Hyde pressed on to the back of the shop, dropping his gloved hands to the counter in front of another hemomancer tending to her ledger. “Yes, Hyde?” she asked, pushing up her glasses with an elongated sigh. “If you’re here for another notebook⁠—”

      “I’m actually here for some thicker paper. Something with some smoother texture to it too, perhaps.”

      Her face scrunched up before her dark eyes flicked to Grey. Her choppy, dark hair fell over her eyes for a second before she brushed it away, and she moved to the other end of the counter. “Should I ask why?”

      “Trying to help my friend here,” he said, half-turning and motioning for Grey to creep a little closer past the various metal baskets and plastic storage bins in this nook of a supply store.

      Friend. What a strange thing to call Grey, a boy who didn’t really have friends. Friends—keepers of secrets, hopes, dreams, fears, and sorrows—were a luxury he couldn’t afford because his heart was too fragile to share.

      The shopkeeper hummed and flipped through a couple boxes. “How many pieces?”

      “Two.”

      She slid them against the countertop and Hyde plucked a couple metal coins from his pocket when Grey reached into his bag.

      It’s on me, he mouthed as he dropped them into the woman’s open palm.

      The warble of the sheets flapping in Hyde’s grip called Grey to follow him. Like a fawn following its mother, he chased after Hyde through more streets to the hulking mass of an iron-laced wall. That emblem of safety and dread backdropped a patch of wildflowers and rogue weeds, drawing Grey toward it, despite Hyde stopping short. Grey dropped his bag and crouched at the edge of the field, letting his gloved fingertips tickle the dandelions and daisies.

      “What do you think?” Hyde mused with a chuckle, nudging his knee with a boot. “Think you could show off your skills with a little slice of paradise like this?”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Grey finished up, it was lunch, and Marielle welcomed them both back with sandwiches and lemonade. She gushed over the graphite sketches while his drink sloshed in the glass, pins and needles still biting as his legs, even though he thought it would’ve worn off during the walk back.

      Hyde vanished shortly after the meal with a ragged notebook in hand, spouting off how he’d take Grey out in the morning to gather him some patrons. And the house descended into tranquility.

      Itchy tranquility.

      Grey’s legs bounced as he flipped through his journal at the kitchen island until Marielle’s clasped hands slid against the countertop into view. “Something wrong, Grey?”

      His head jerked up, and he bit his lip with fingers pressing into paper. “Um… I…” He folded the journal shut. “I think the Calling wants me to leave.” He hated saying that, but the restlessness that seeped into his soul pained him just as much. The people he’d found here were too nice, too helpful, too perfect for what he’d expected being dragged to. That had to be the explanation with how badly he wanted to refuse to give into the phantom force nagging at him.

      Marielle frowned and her head dipped slightly to the side, tendrils of hair cascading past her cheek. “Are you sure?”

      He scoffed. “No, but⁠—”

      “I’ve always said the Calling is a bit of a cruel faerie trick,” she whispered. “It sends us out and away from the people we once knew to keep us uncertain and afraid.” She pushed away and turned to the oven, popping it open to the fresh scent of warm cookies. “Why don’t I pack some of these up for you for the road then?”

      Grey slid off the stool. “You don’t have to⁠—"

      But she was already bundling them up and shaking her head. “I know I don’t have to.” Marielle placed the cheesecloth of cookies in front of him. “Us hemomancers have to stick together.”
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        * * *

      

      He’d left the neon-green-stitched gloves behind for another hemomancer to take his place in the sanctuary of a house he’d dragged himself away from. Marielle’s quick hug and whisper to stay safe lingered with him as the sun dropped in the sky, conjuring the shadows. The Calling didn’t let him idle for more than five minutes, it’s cry more and more urgent as dusk closed in, rolling over the sky like a blanket that made Grey long for sleep. He clapped his hand over his mouth as a yawn slipped out and half-stumbled over roots into the edge of a clearing.

      Blue-green blades of grass reached for the waning sunlight, an eerie, ethereal glow coaxing him further inside. Grey rubbed his arms, biting down on his tongue as he slowly crept along. The crunch and snap of small stones and twigs under his boots made every nerve in his body jump. Finally, a shadow came into view, its shape pointing skyward like a beacon to the stars.

      Grey stopped short, the purple glow of the horizon slipping away as he took in the monument from his dreams. Only this time, it bore a detail he hadn’t seen before: a hemomancer mark chiseled into the top of the obelisk. He took a shuffling step to the right, tilting his head as he caught another faceted mark engraved in the stone.

      A right-side-up triangle. The mark for halomancer.

      His knees buckled, and his head whipped around at the sound of a pop several yards back. The shadowy figure with short, choppy hair poking out of a knit cap froze like a deer in headlights. They both jumped at the quiet rumble of a motorcycle, and Grey spun to a guy dismounting his bike on his left—a tilted arrow inked on his arm.

      “Oh, shit,” came a hiss from the other side of the obelisk just before high beams powered on behind them.

      Grey threw up his arms in defense, the light forcing him to squint until the rev of a new engine jump-started his heart. They were all Called here.

      To a six-sided obelisk.

      Six mancers—one of each.

      Six sacrifices for the Wild Hunt.

      This time his instincts overrode his Calling.

      Run.

      He sprinted back across the clearing, fueled by pure adrenaline and the crazed, frenzied cries of the drivers and feral goons giving chase.

      Faster.

      Grey glanced over his shoulder before pitching forward and smacking against the grass. He scrambled back to his feet, ducking into the brush and slipped. A yelp escaped him in his tumble down a small hill. The wind pushed from his lungs when he collided with a tree, sending his head spinning as he shakily pulled himself up.

      Tears sprang to his eyes as the voices grew closer, and he gulped down air the second his body would allow it during his pathetic half-jog, half-limp away from the obelisk, despite losing some of his bearings. He gasped, leaves curling and fluttering downward as his pain receded, like he was the bringer of autumn.

      Keep running.

      Breaking into a sprint again, he shot forward, his legs crying out just before a shock rippled through his body. He seized, falling backward with a scream tearing from his throat as small, dazzling sparks ran along the near-invisible mesh net. The crunch of newly dried, shriveled leaves turned his scream into a sob.

      “Aw, come on, kid. You should be honored.”

      A gloved hand wrapped around his arm, dragging him away from the fence. Grey twisted, gritting his teeth as he flailed in his attempt to sink his fingertips into the guy’s flesh.

      “Careful,” came another man’s voice. “Think this one’s our hemomancer.”

      Another sharp crunch reverberated through Grey’s soul, chilling him to the core. “Let me fucking go—” He batted away a second glove reaching for his bag.

      “Flip him over and pin him. This is too damn dangerous without him restrained.”

      Grey flailed as a tongue clicked in displeasure, but his body trembled too hard to resist the press into the grass. A knee dug into the small of his back as rough leather struggled to push his wrists together.

      “Now, now, if you’d just cooperate, we wouldn’t have to tie you u⁠—”

      A howl of a scream rang out eerily close by, his enthusiastic captor pausing while the other shifted just out of Grey’s view. The spinning of rubber wheels trying to find traction on grass caught, and the skipping hum of a motor grew louder. Grey bucked, his captor cursed, and a single headlight spanned the small pathway before illuminating the forest to his right, painting the foliage in buttery yellow.

      The click of a gun cocking sounded before his captor’s guard sprawled out on the ground, his weapon misfiring as it collided with the dirt. His captor growled, seizing Grey’s wrists in one hand and ripping something from his belt with the other, jostling him with the motion before it was accompanied by a blood-curdling scream.

      Grey felt his grip loosen and shoved him off, stumbling to his feet and lurching forward toward the bike—toward the macharomancer from the clearing. His whole body recoiled, but he forced out, “Th-there’s an electric barrier⁠—”

      The macharomancer’s green eyes widened for a fraction of a second before hardening again, his hand going for a blade sticking out of his boot. “There are more coming. Get on.”

      Every fiber of his being screamed that this was a mistake—that he was better off slumping over in the grass until the wardens came to collect him than escaping with this guy on his motorcycle. The sharp, phantom pain returned to his left eye, subconsciously recounting the moment a twelve-year-old Grey screamed and sobbed into the cellar floor pooled with his blood and knew he’d be blind in a matter of days.

      His pulse thundered in his ears as rallying calls echoed through the clearing beyond the woods, and Grey threw his leg over the back of the bike, wrapping his arms around his enemy and sole ally. He squeezed his eyes shut, gritted his teeth, and prayed to whatever might have mercy on his soul before the motorcycle shot forward. A tingle of electricity raised the hair on Grey’s arms for a breath, and then it was gone, along with the hungry cries for sacrifices.
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