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Chapter 1

 

I'm on automatic pilot in the mornings.

If anyone is planning my death, or to 'take me down' (or whatever the current vernacular is today), I'd suggest they make their attempt in the morning as I'm stumbling through my tasks before I leave for work, or maybe while I'm driving for work, since I'm usually on automatic pilot by then, listening to NPR or putting my thoughts in order for the day.

That's going to be my excuse for why I didn't remember about the detour; it was difficult enough for me to remember a meeting at another location first thing on Monday morning (and I was the one who had suggested it, so it was only my fault.) And since spring had barely begun to arrive, it was still dark in the mornings, and my car automatically swung towards my usual route, down the main road and not towards the go-around like it should have been.

I really didn't realize anything was wrong until I saw the first flashing sign, and then my caffeine-addled brain caught up with current events and I remembered vaguely hearing something about a bridge out and a detour that took twenty minutes to get around. Which would, of course make me late for the meeting.

I pulled over right in front of the detour sign, but my cell phone didn't have any service and I had--in a fit of what now seemed like stupidity--refused to let Russ place a spell on my cell phone so that wouldn't happen. I can't remember what my argument had been, but it had sounded plausible at the time.

There was a little side road right before the detour, but I had no idea where it led, and even less of an idea where I'd end up if I took it instead of the 'official' detour. But still, if I could find a quick way around, it would save me some time and embarrassment, so I turned my car down the side road and left the flashing signs behind.

Right then, of course, it started to rain.

We'd just had a month of snow and rain and ice and rain again, so the ditches on either side of this road were swollen and full, and in some places, had erupted from their banks to spread across the road and mingle in the middle. I know just as well as anyone that you're not supposed to drive through rushing water, but what else could I have done?

And as I inched along the road, hoping for another side road with less flooding, I realized that I hadn't seen a single light from any house on either side of the road since I'd first turned down this 'shortcut'. Trees pressed close against the pavement where the ditches had filled with silt and mud over the years, and the shine of my headlights were the only lights to pierce the cloying darkness.

And had it gotten darker? I glanced at the clock on the dashboard, it was eight in the morning, and it looked like midnight outside. 

I kept going, inching slowly down a hill, through six inches of rushing water, realizing, somewhere in the back of my mind that I shouldn't have come here; I should have turned around and gotten to the meeting late, rather than never arrive at all.

But it was too to turn back now. I drove down the middle of the road with my brights on and my windshield wipers running on full blast, until I reached what was, for me, the end of the road.

At one point, the bridge had been accessible, but as it is with many small rural routes, upkeep had not been on the township trustees priority list. The bridge had washed out a long time ago; the road ended in a jagged chunk of asphalt that was, even now, flaking away into the raging water. The rusting hulk of a car stuck up out of the middle, as if someone, long ago, had tried to pass and had never reached their destination.

On the other side, the road meandered upward and vanished into the trees. On my side, the only sign of habitation was a white wooden cross--like the ones that appear at the scene of fatal accidents--fairly glowing in the darkness.

My cell phone beeped. Without taking my eyes off the raging river, I picked it up, dialed Russ' number by heart, and listened to it ring. That's when I saw the man standing beside the cross, one hand resting on the top of it as if he had all the time in the world. Staring, of course. Right at me.

I disconnected the call as he stepped onto the road and made his way across. He wasn't exactly dressed for the weather; he wore a light corduroy jacket, now soaking wet, and a leather hat. Jeans, boots that weren't quite hiking boots; he touched my car's hood as if to assure himself it was really there, then moved to my window.

At least the rain had lessened a bit, I thought, as I rolled it down enough to talk.

"The road's out," he said before I could speak. Even up close I couldn't get a good look at his face; his hat cast it in shadow.

"I see that," I said. "Do you know if there's a driveway or anything where I could turn around?"

The man pointed towards the cross, and I saw a gravel drive leading deeper into the forest; presumably towards his house. "If you turn around there, you should be able to get back to the main road."

"Thank you," I said, and when he didn't move, I said, "I appreciate your kindness." 

The man blinked at me. "Kindness?" 

"You didn't have to come all the way out here in the rain to tell me the road was out," I said. As the rain lessened, the sky grew lighter, more akin to morning now and not night. Thunder rumbled in the distance, a low grumbling as if the storm itself protested moving away. 

"It wasn't that far," he said, and glanced up at the sky.

And for the first time, I saw the man's face clearly.

I didn't recognize him, but he seemed familiar nonetheless. Greying ginger hair peeked out from under his hat; his eyes were pale, either hazel or green, I couldn't tell. But he seemed the type to burn in the sunlight; more suited behind a desk than outdoors. 

I stuck out my own hand. "Karen Montgomery." 

He stared at it for a moment, then touched my hand with his. "Sam. Sam Rose." His hands were workman's hands, seamed and calloused. 

"I appreciate your kindness, Mr. Rose," I said, and this time, he stepped away from my car and retreated back to the cross to watch me attempt to back up and turn around, now that--was that the sun?--the storm seemed to be over.

When I glanced back at the cross, Sam Rose was gone and the painted wood that had seemed so flawless in the darkness was now weathered and worn and listing to one side. Even the raging water seemed calmer; but the car had not changed. It was still a rusting wreck, forever drowning in the creekbed, forgotten like the road.

With weak sunlight sparkling off my windshield and the water draining quickly from the road ahead, I made my way back to the detour, and then back to the main highway. I was only thirty minutes late for my meeting, and by lunchtime, the terror of the morning had faded enough so I could joke about it to Russ when we met for lunch.

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

"But there aren't any side roads off the main road," he said when I finished my story. "That's why the detour is so annoying. Did you know it extends into Faerie? That's right on the edge of the Veil." 

"It did kind of seem like the road time forgot," I said, remembering the lack of civilization. "And now that you mention it, I don't remember seeing any telephone poles, either." 

"And yet there's someone living out there," Russ said, and took a careful bite of his soup. Despite the fact that he'd moved out of my apartment and, under protest, into an actual house as opposed to his van, he still wasn't completely healed. "Which makes me wonder if the person you saw was human." 

"Does it matter if he was?" I asked. "He was real enough; he shook--well, touched, I guess--my hand." 

"Even so," he said, and took another bite when the first one didn't seem to disagree with him. "And it wasn't raining this morning, either. At least not here."

"That's what they call a pop-up thunderstorm," I said. "And wouldn't I notice if I slipped through the Veil?" 

"You might," Russ said. "And you might not. It depends. And you did say it was raining quite a bit by then; and maybe the road you were on only appears in this world when it rains. Who knows?"

"I wonder where it comes out on the other side?" I asked, innocently enough, but he stopped with his spoon halfway to his lips and stared at me.

"Promise me you won't go exploring," Russ said. "Please." 

"I won't go exploring without you, at least," I told him. "And I promise."

He seemed to be happy enough with that, so we changed the subject to houses, because that was my other project of date; finding a permanent place to live. 

Russ' house had been loaned to him by the Council; loaned indefinitely, with the express expectation that he would join them when he was healed enough to report for duty. He hadn't made any sort of decision yet as far as I knew, but there'd been other movement; the talk of teaching at Darkbrook wasn't just talk anymore, and the discussion about the new classes had brought back a bit of his previous vigor.

Since he'd spent the first two weeks of his convalescence holed up in my apartment, barely speaking to anyone, this was a marked improvement.

House hunting for me, however, had been a bit trickier. I had never quite realized it before, but I was a very picky person, and my realtor was about to throw in the towel and declare it a day.

The offer stood on the table to move in with Russ--his offer, my refusal--but I wanted to give him a chance to recover and settle in before I pushed myself into his life any further. 

At least, that's what I told myself. And sometimes I believed it.

"No luck?" Russ' voice brought me out of my reverie. "I know you said you were going to look at houses over the weekend..."

"One was too remodeled, and one was not remodeled enough," I said. "I draw the line at having to pump my own water, and I'm rather fond of electricity." 

"Lucas said the house next door to mine, to the one I'm staying in, is for sale," Russ said, and fastened his gaze on his soup and not me.

"It might as well be yours," I said. "I don't think they're intending to let you leave."

Russ smiled. "It's nice to be wanted," he said, and I realized--after a moment of shock--that he was serious. "For a change."

"This house," I prompted. "What does it look like?"

"The house I'm staying in used to be the carriage house," Russ said. "So it's big, but not a mansion. I'm sure it would be horrible to heat in the winter, but maybe we could get around that, close off a few rooms or something."

"Rig up a spell or two," I suggested, and he hesitated, then shrugged. 

"Perhaps. I'd have to see. I'm not very good at heat, but I'm sure I could learn." 

"You've seen this house?" I asked. And then, because he hadn't said, "Who owns it?"

"There's a library," Russ said, and I knew he was baiting me now, because he knew I couldn't resist a library. Any library. "And it's practically furnished."

"And?" I asked. "What's the catch? It's falling down? Or haunted?" I thought I could handle haunted; after all, the library was haunted.

"No." Russ spoke slowly, as if trying to choose the right words. "Neither falling down nor haunted. Not in the traditional sense, at least."

"Then what?" I glanced at my watch. "I have to drop you off anyway--and I have time to drive past it, at least--I didn't even know there was a house next door to yours." 

"It's not mine," Russ said. "It belongs to the Council, and so does the house next door." He still wouldn't look at me; his face was drawn and pale now, as if he'd overextended himself. "I've been walking a bit in the woods during the day."

"It's kind of cold to be doing that, isn't it?" I asked, then immediately regretted my words, because that had been the reason why he'd moved out of my apartment so soon. Both Lucas and Sennet had been against it, and Lucas had even gone so far as to take away the keys to his van. Temporarily.

"What else am I supposed to do?" he asked, but he wasn't angry; more dejected. "I can't--" He covered his face with his hands.

"The last two times we've met, you haven't had your computer," I said. "And I noticed your van was gone."

"Lucas has my computer. My computers. All of them. And the van." Russ' voice was muffled. "The poison was a magically induced poison. Sennet thinks the reason why I'm not completely healed is because the poison feeds on magic. My talent. And if I don't use any magic; then I'll be okay."

"For how long?" I asked, horrified that he hadn't told me this before. He was so reliant on his talent. Much more than Lucas, or any of the other wizards I had met.

"Until the end of the month," Russ said, and lowered his hands. "Three more weeks. And then we'll see." 

His gaze was bleak; it was almost as if Lucas and Sennet had saddled him with a life sentence instead of a mere respite. But then again, if I compared Russ' talent to my love of books, and if I tried to imagine not reading for three weeks...

"You should have told me sooner," I said, gently.

"I didn't want you to think that I was helpless," Russ said, and pushed the half-full bowl of soup away. "Or that I was broken beyond repair. Do you know how difficult it is for me to rely on other people for everything?" 

"I was beginning to figure that part out," I said, but I kept my voice light, because I knew how he would react. And he did just as I expected; he flushed, then glanced at me, and then, finally, smiled. 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I should have told you. After everything you've done for me, I owe--"

"No." I reached out and covered his clenched hand with my own. "We've been over this."

"It's very hard for me to ask for help," Russ said. "I've been by myself for a long time." 

"I know," I said. "Do you want me to call in for the rest of the day? There's nothing pressing at the library that I have to deal with this afternoon."

"No book thieves?" Russ asked, trying, and failing, to make light of his distress.

"Say the word," I told him, completely serious. "And I'll spend the rest of the day with you." 

At first, I thought he would refuse; that he'd continue to pretend everything was fine. But then he took a deep breath and nodded. "Yes. I would love it if you spent the rest of the day with me." 

I pulled out my cell phone, dialed the library's number, left a message for Penny, and closed it back up. "Done." 

"We could drive by the house," Russ suggested.

At that very moment, I could have cared less about the house. "Will you answer one question for me?"

His gaze grew hooded; his mouth thinned. "Just one?"

"Just one. Is this fatal?"

He hadn't expected that question. "What?"

I picked up the check and folded my arms. "You heard me." 

"Sennet doesn't think so," he said. 

"What do you think?" I asked.

He considered that question very carefully. "I know that when I kept waking up in pain I thought it might be," he said. "But for the past week, it's been much better."

"Without magic," I said.

"Yes."

"That would be the hardest thing I've ever done in my life," I said, and his gaze cleared. Did no one else realize how much he relied on his talents? Gabriel might, I thought; the Master of the Hunt seemed to know quite a bit about Russell Moore. But Gabriel held his own counsel; he wasn't one to gossip.

"Yes." He spoke quickly, almost running the words together in his haste to get them out. "Lucas doesn't understand. Sennet just expects me to be able to ignore everything; it's like trying to stop breathing!"

I glanced outside. It was cloudy, overcast, a damp early spring day in Ohio. "What else can you do to keep your mind off your talents?"

"That's why I've been walking," Russ admitted. "Without any sort of technology nearby, it's easier to not use it."

"Then are you up for a walk?" I asked. 

"Of course," Russ said. "Where to?" 

"It's starting to rain," I told him. 

"You want to go walking in the rain?" He glanced outside, confused, but then his face cleared. "You want to go look at your detour."

"If you don't think it would be safe, we won't go," I said. 

"Safe." Absently, he stole one of my french fries and popped it in his mouth. "Without a torrential downpour, it should be safe enough. I don't have to do any magic to get in and out of Faerie."

"We don't have to go," I said.

Russ smiled. This time, his smile reached his eyes. "Yes, we do, if only to satisfy your curiosity, and mine."

"I'm glad you're curious," I said. 

"It beats the alternative," Russ replied, and snatched the check out of my hand.

"Hey!" 

He shook his head. "You always pay. I'm not penniless."

"I never said you were," I said, amused. "But I have a job."

"And I'll have one once we get things set up at Darkbrook," Russ replied. "And I'm saving all sorts of money on gas not driving the van."

"Knowing your van, I bet you are," I said, and surrendered. "At least let me leave a tip."
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Twenty minutes later, we were on our way down the road and Russ sat beside me, his fingers drumming on his knees, more relaxed than he had been in weeks.

And I realized the reason for his reticence, it wasn't only that he'd been afraid I would abandon him. It was because I'd let him go. 

"Your house isn't big enough for my library," I said, breaking the monotonous sound of the windshield wipers. "And you need your space, just as I need mine. If I bought the house next door--"

Russ' fingers stilled. "I haven't told you everything about the house next door," he said. 

"Then tell me," I suggested, but we were at the detour now, and the little road--hardly more than a pathway--stretched into the trees. 

"Huh," Russ said, and straightened up in his seat. "It's not that I didn't believe you, but...this isn't supposed to be here. I've looked at the maps. There are no streets this close to the bridge. I'd swear it."

"Maps aren't always right," I told him, and turned down the narrow lane. The rain briefly strengthened, then subsided into a drizzle again. "I didn't meet anyone coming the other way this morning."

"I'd imagine not," Russ said, and craned his head sideways to look at the tops of the trees. "No electric lines. No telephone poles. 'The road that time forgot'." And then, as the creek came into view, "Oh. I see what you mean."

The rusting car was still there, sticking up out of rushing water, although the rapids were gone by now. On the other side of the creek, the road still went straight up into the forest without a single glimpse of its destination.

"You know, I think it would be worse to come across this from the other side," Russ said. "Especially if the road was slippery, or it was dark outside." 

I tried to imagine cresting a hill and seeing nothing below me. "Maybe that's what happened to the driver of the car." 

"Then why would the cross be on this side?" Russ asked, and we sat in silence for a moment, staring down at the car. "Where's the driveway?"

"Right past--" I pointed towards the cross, but the driveway wasn't there. "It was a gravel driveway. Right there. I swear."

"There's no need to swear," Russ said, distractedly. "I believe you."

I glanced at him; his face was pale again, his lips pressed into a thin line. "Are you okay?"

"Yes." He fairly whispered the word. "And no." He opened the car door and lurched out with his hand over his mouth; I followed him into the spitting rain.

He knelt on the road on the other side of the car, doubled over, his arms now wrapped around his stomach. When he saw me, he waved me away; his movements jerky, his lips twisting in a grimace. 

"I'll be fine." He gasped the words, though, and slipped when he tried to rise.

"Let me help you," I said, and held out my hand. "Please."

He let me take his arm, and let me help him up. He trembled against me, his hair damp against my cheek as I held him upright.

Behind him, I saw the gravel drive appear, almost like a rainbow appears after a storm, spreading through the dense trees until it seemed as if it had always been there; and we had just missed seeing it and nothing more.

"Tell me," I said, softly. That was the first time I'd really held him since he'd moved, and he seemed all skin and bones, all angles, wasting away in my arms. 

He took a shallow breath, and then a deeper one when nothing happened. "I'm not dying." 

"You sound like you're trying to convince yourself of that," I said, and he straightened up, staggering a little when he tried to stand on his own.

"Maybe I am." He leaned against the car, facing the cross and the driveway, although it took him a moment to see it. "Hey!" 

"It appeared while you were indisposed," I said, and folded my arms. "Tell me." 

"For the past few years, I've been living on potions that humans aren't supposed to be able to stomach," Russ said, a little color returning to his cheeks. "The 'restorative'."

"Josiah said it smelled like blood," I said, remembering.

"That's only part of it," Russ said. "It's more sorcery than magic. And there's a price to be paid for sorcery." 

"What kind of a price?" I asked.

"I can't eat," Russ said. "It hurts to eat. But I can't just stop eating; I have to have some sort of sustenance." 
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