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CHAPTER ONE: THE UNDERPASS
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Dimness stretched out of reach beyond the shadows, behind the black.

I squinted, shook the haze from my eyes—city lights shone out there against the night, but all blurred by the half-visible barrier in front of me—

The wall. The trap.

I dragged myself up from cold concrete, from the pale speckles of bird droppings I had... fallen onto, that was it. Darker, harder darkness pressed in behind me, and utter black above me where no light could reach. Muted rumblings made their way above that where cars drove by, above this underpass.

A figure watched me.

Yes, I’d just been chasing it, chasing him, to this place... now he stood at the outer corner of the tunnel, out where dimness and the haze of this barrier reduced him to a long-coated shadow. A hood covered his face, but something within that caught a gleam of light.

I’d lost something—

Easy, Oliver. I pulled in a breath of night air, and my side twinged in pain. But I had been flying—

Clumsy flying. My still-chilled face remembered one of the wildest, most wind-whipped rides that clinging to a stream of ether had ever given me. When I’d hauled my magic into form and flung myself up after the retreating shape that should have been my father.

After we’d tried it. After Dad and I really had made the attempt, to not simply call up memories from the ether but to find an actual spirit of the departed... and the ether had twisted, had screamed in my head and sent me sprawling, and then I’d looked up to see that one shape flying away.

And now I was trapped.

The barrier lay curving around the underpass—more a dimness than a solid shape, and like no magic we’d ever called up—but it fenced me off from the empty side-street. A white patch fluttered against the curb, some chunk of paper that must have been pinned there when the ward had sprung up.

I shoved against it. My shoulder met the surface, and it pulsed and threw me stumbling back—

Not back there! I twisted forward again, away from what I remembered I’d set down behind me, the talisman of horn we’d used to tear at the ether. It was one of the two pieces I’d used all my life, but now knowing it lay back there left me cringing more away from it than from the wall.

That was all of it. The rest of the night fell into place—Dad’s experiment with the ether, the shock of whatever we did wrong, flying after that shape and losing it near the underpass... setting down the horn talisman and how hungry it felt now, seeing a figure here, walking into a wall that hadn’t been there...

That figure watched me now. Silent.

He didn’t move—even through the barrier’s dimness he looked still. But he’d led me here, he must have summoned this trap with some magic of his own—

Did he see my talisman down there? God, not that one—for most of my twenty-five years I’ve been hiding from Dad how I shiver when I touch that talisman, that ether-opening magic, and tonight we went behind Uncle Theo’s back and we tore...

I squared my shoulders. Shoes scraped on concrete as I turned to face the watcher again, hoping he hadn’t seen me flinching away from the space behind me. The screen he trapped me with had to be hiding the details of me as much as they did him,

But he still hadn’t moved, I could tell that much. And even with that hood up, he was almost a head shorter than my father or me. Now that he wasn’t just a distant shape riding a stream of ether in the night.

Another magician—not me or Dad or Theo, not even using our ether energy to make this, a ward like our power could never sustain. After all this time, another spellkeeper actually made contact with us.

And he’d trapped me.

Dad would smash his way out and then talk, but Theo or I would...

I moved up to the edge of the ward, still hiding the talisman that lay behind me.

“So you’ve got me.” My words must have reached him through the wall, I saw him move at last as his hood tilted to the side, and I went on, “Even if I was helpless, do you want to make an enemy of Elliot Greer?”

My father’s name sounded clean, like the threat it was.

My captor stirred again—the warning meant something to him, whether it was fear or regret or that he considered us enemies already. But instead of answering, he only watched me. Or he was looking for the talisman behind me.

No you don’t.

In my pocket I still had my other talisman, a lump of honest iron, still heavy with power even after our chase.

One pull of my will brought it to life.

A portion of my own strength passed into it, shifted—and ether burst from that layer of the world into ours, made real, and a wave of green-blue light swung around like a phantom arm and slammed into the barrier.

Thud. The muffled sound mocked me, as my sight blurred until I gasped in another breath.

I’d had to give that surge my own strength as well as stored magic, without what ether the horn talisman could store... and tonight that other power felt more ominous than ever...

Was that it? This ward-maker had been watching the test we’d done, and after it he’d trapped me? Was he here because of what we’d done tonight?

The ether had stirred where we’d tried to call up a spirit, it had folded, and creaked like some vibration deep enough to leave me staggering, had filled my ears with screaming... we’d done that, when the ether had never...

My gaze locked onto my warden. Did he make it go wrong?

Fury drummed through me, but the beat faltered. It had been Dad and me prying at the ether, and nothing that felt like some outside magic. No, I could only wish it was my “warden’s” fault.

We’d known this test would be dangerous—it was always dangerous, and we were always careful. But:

“No, I can do it myself,” Theo had told us. “All Lonnie needs is a glimpse of something like his brother, a simple memory or two. Then he’ll be ready to let go.”

And Dad had said “What if he didn’t have to?”

When my father used that voice, he made anything sound possible, or almost anything. And here I was, still...

I drew up another wave of ether and flung it down at the base of the barrier. But the power splashed away from it, splashed like his ward had always been a seamless part of the concrete... and I staggered, caught my balance on suddenly-weak legs. I knew better than to make this much ether into force without the horn drawing it in for me.

The street down here looked deserted. I drew in a deeper breath and cast around for someone to shout to, but all I saw was empty concrete and dimness. The whole city could have been deathly still except for the blind rumble of the cars above. The wards around me muffled that sound, and they’d muffle any I made too.

If someone did come by, would they glance at the shadows down here and not see the wards? No, even if they did, my warden might not let a witness escape.

“What do you want with me?” My voice pressed out at the night, at his silence. “Talk to me. You snared me here, so there must be something. What can we help you with?”

I brought another trickle of ether into life, just enough to settle a light over my shoulders like a blueish green cloak. Let him wonder what else the Greers could do, for him or against him.

His hooded head tilted, his shoulders rolled... and a crackle of ether flared out and settled over him to match mine.

So he did know our magic. He had his own warding energy, but somehow he held our secret too.

“It’s too late now. You crossed a line.”

His voice was a whisper lower than any night breeze, and muffled by his magic—too soft a thing to be crushing my stubborn hope that he’d torn the ether himself.

Then the whisper had passed. The night was empty again, with only the grind of the cars passing moving around us.

Crossed a line. My nerves tried to remember that feeling again, of the ether tearing and shaking me at a level that left me blindly following the first movement I saw.

The sounds in my ears.

The ether-cloak flickered around me. I let it fade away and locked my knees against a wave of dizziness. It would be different with the horn talisman... but that had been what twisted the world.

Damn it, what was that rip doing now? I’d just left it there on the street where we’d made it—was Dad trying to close it up right now? I’d never seen how that power had hit him, I’d thought that flying shape had to be him.

All we needed were details about a friend’s death. Theo had been right, we could have stopped at calling up the ether’s memories...

My eyes snapped open wide.

I drew myself up straighter, and leaned closer to the ward and its warden. “You knew, didn’t you?” I said. “You knew we were going to reach into the ether, and you let us cross that ‘line.’” As if my accusing him balanced the scales for what we’d done.

He only stood silent, watching me.

How had he even found out? We hadn’t thought there were any other spellkeepers in the city, if there were any left anywhere.

Unless Dad told him. He had been hinting that he’d found something on our last walkabout. And if there had been any hint of someone he could reach out to about more magic... no, he’d never be that reckless. Or hide it from me.

And this “warden” with his wards was still just standing there letting me make myself crazy. I clamped my jaw shut and glared back at him.

And he whispered again:

“You actually tried it. I warned him... and it won’t end here.”

Regret seeped through his voice, what I could hear of it.

He warned us?

What the hell was going on, what did he know and what was happening?

If the ether was still torn... was that what I felt in the horn talisman now? The thing was lying right behind me, I could imagine it right there—

And I was just leaving it down there?

“So this is about what we did? Alright, if we broke something let us fix it! Let me out, let me do something about it!”

He didn’t answer. He could have been a shape of dark stone, a hooded shape set up at the tunnel’s end to watch me.

“Let me fix it!” Dad had to be already working on it—he could have cleared it up by now, or called Theo in too, and I was stuck here— “You have to let us help, me and my family!”

He took a step toward me.

“They... won’t be a problem.”

What did you do?

The question roared up in my throat, but I swallowed it and only glared at him. What had he done, what was he going to do to Dad and Theo...

I banged a fist on the ward. The magic swallowed the sound.

With another slow movement, the warden drew toward me.

One step, another, he moved past what light fell beyond the tunnel and stepped in among the shadows beneath it.

The hood shifted on his head. That flash of smoothness below it—that had to be a mask over his features. I’d seen masks like those before, even Uncle Theo had a few, but any spellkeeper might want something to keep his secrets...

I flicked ether at the ward again—the energy only stopped it cold, of course it did, and I was still throwing blasts with just one talisman and wasting my own body’s strength.

The warden’s arm moved, slowly rising. His gloved hand pointed toward me.

I whirled around. I lunged, dived, scooped up the ridged rod of animal horn... waiting right where I’d left it.

The back of the tunnel was too close—I twisted, rolled my shoulder off it and spun around along concrete to glare back at my enemy, talisman in hand.

The world went dark.

For one instant I saw it happen, the deep, thick wall of his ward energy coalescing before me, killing the light. The shape of him faded.

I blasted ether at it again. The surge splattered to a halt, one lightning-flash of my power’s light splattering off a prison of darkness, a cocoon of black that hung just beyond my fingertips and shut me away in the night. The world went silent, all but my own trapped, gasping breath.

One sound filtered through it. A footstep, another, walking away.

He’d trapped me, sealed me here in a cell, a coffin—

He sealed off the air, how long did I have—

And he was walking away, going after Dad and Theo.

I squeezed my eyes shut, blocked off the glimpse of my tiny new cell and willed my breathing to calm. Light and darkness, sensation and stillness, they were all just tools a spellkeeper moved among.

But not these wards. I couldn’t even crack his first screen, and now this prison was so thick it left me blind, buried alive.

Still, it had to break down in time, he wasn’t even staying here to hold it...

I shook my head. This magic was nothing like ours, and for all I knew it would still be here when I was crumbling bones. Or it could come down in an hour, and be too late for my family anyway.

Except... my back still leaned against cool, real concrete. And I did have the horn talisman again.

The tunnel’s back behind me felt like a mountain. I pulled away, moving in the dark, and drew out the other talisman from my pocket, a two-inch rod of simple iron that fitted my hand.

The spiral-grooved section of animal horn was a fraction longer, and it still felt off—not just the restless hunger I knew too well, but something more. Dad had changed it for tonight, he really would try anything if it would work toward bringing Mother’s spirit back...

I clamped my hands around the two together, anything to let the power flow.

The darkness still pressed around me. Some dim, distant sound did penetrate here, the last muffled hints of the city on the other side of this mass.

The two talismans buzzed in my grip. The iron felt cold, with its more-than-metal weight of the power it could project outward, but the horn wriggled like its magic couldn’t mesh, not now when I needed it most.

Dad could do this.

Light, spectral green-blue light, spilled from between my fingers.

Colors sprang out of what had been blackness—red and orange shapes on the wall that must be graffiti, lumps of trash below me all over a carpet of white bird-waste—but the power flickered and fought me when I needed more. I drew deeper—

Far away, a whole muffled world behind me, footsteps broke the stillness. The wards thinned them almost to nothing, but they came from where the warden had gone and they were running toward me. He’d stayed close by. He’d known.

I couldn’t even look back. The magic writhed like it could jump from my hands any instant, and I only had seconds, seconds before the warden could act, and I had to blast through solid concrete.

Pull.

I thrust my strength into the talismans, all my will deep into them and through them, fighting to hold their warped patterns still as my pull spread out and gathered in force from all through the pocket of ether within reach...

The “pocket” turned. The shape of it twisted inside out to rush out through me and swallow my scream... sight blurred away with one last glimpse of the warden’s mask...

Falling, no, floating or spinning through a world of flooding energy, can’t be can’t be, but the wrongness flooded through me all the same—I’d known it was wrong all my life and still I pulled it into me, me into it. Shaking tore through me, would have if I still had hands to tremble, spending forever afraid of this boundary and now nothing was left to hide me from it...

All wrong. Wrongness, twisted and out of line from what I knew... catch at that feeling, I know how it flows and where to slide away—

I fell. Twisting and tumbling I fell out into cool air and real starlight, rolling to settle on strange, familiar roughness, something I should know.

Pavement. The night coolness, the street roars ringing free in the air.

I hauled my head up from the asphalt. One direction drew my gaze, and I stared back across what had to be the distance I’d passed through, back from this street to up on the block where it slid through the underpass. My balance swayed as I staggered up.

A shape stepped out from where I’d been. Running toward me.

At least the headlights and the noises on this street were scattered. Nobody to see us, if I was quick.

I pulled my hands apart; I’d need my arms to hold on for this. Leaning and stepping forward was a single, familiar motion, that pushed back the alienness of what I’d fallen through and left me with simply an iron talisman and a still-working horn talisman ready in my hands.

Horn poured out its ether, and iron had it falling into shape. Between one footstep and the next, the stream of magic formed and rose up as I dove to clamp myself around it.

It swept me up for the sky.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE GREEN IN THE GRAY
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Cold air whipped across my face, and I laughed back at it. This I knew—I clung to my stream of surging ether like some ghostly horse that let me sprawl along its back, as we soared into the air.

The night-mottled shapes of the streets were already falling back below me, dotted with their separate lights. Glancing down sent me tipping sideways, but I shifted the force under me to adjust my balance. It shuddered as it obeyed.

One light down there moved, it broke away from the street, rising up with the greenish light of ether magic.

That’s our magic. Let’s see how well my “warden” can fly.

I turned and swept downward. The rushing air bit deeper, and I screened my eyes before tears caught in them. Beyond that wind the scattered, open-air-clear noises of the city pressed in again, and I watched the first roofs and the wires between them rush up. Every time I’d ever lost track of Dad or Theo in the air, it hadn’t been up against a dark sky, but when their ethers’ glows darted in among the city lights. And I had to lose the warden.

The distant stream of green veered toward me. I bent lower, sweeping by one neon-glaring roof and diving down through the gap between more, faster than any car could move here. Watch for wires—maybe he’ll slam into some, no, that would kill him...

The power wobbled under me. I locked my focus and my arms tighter around it, but the stream was taking whole heartbeats to turn when I needed. Tonight a “mount” that was part of my own will felt more like a loyal but skittish creature.

Or an ailing one. If Dad thought priming our talismans this way would align with finding actual spirits in the ether, what had that done to the magic we knew? And I just fell through the ether.

And already I’d run from that damn “experiment” and whatever it had done to go chase after the warden. Now the only way to get back there was to shake him.

I risked another glance back. The light-burnished gray shapes of the buildings showed only simple white and gold glows... but, a streak of green twisted into view above me.

I wrenched my course around left, darting between buildings. The warden was staying high, clear of the wires and obstacles I had to twist past, but any of the Greers would have dodged down into here and cut me off by now.

Sure he’s got our magic, and a mask. But did I think for one instant that that could be Theo up there, that anything would make him turn on his family?

No, and the warden was playing it safe up there like some novice in the air, and that gave me my chance to lose him. Unless he’d already guessed where I had to be heading back to.

I lowered my head and raced on. The open gaps and the better-lit roofs let me risk using most of my speed—I glimpsed one couple out late as I streaked by above them, but their heads never turned up to spot me. None of this was safe, and every second was having to trust that nobody saw more than a moment of us.

Where was the warden now? A gap swept up between the walls to my side, and I swerved through it and twisted my way on. If I could catch sight of him again, I could try leading him one way and maybe get him thinking I wasn’t heading back to the death site.

A balcony burst out of the shadows—I wrenched down in a dive, hauled the magic up again to skim the pavement and soar back up. Shapes and patterns blurred and reformed ahead, icy air peeling exhaustion from my face. The magic fought me more with each turn, but I had to hold it. Numbness threaded through my arms, my legs, as I clung on.

He'd been above me before, looking for glimpses of me. I flung myself down an open space, faster, had to make him think I could fly forever. Flicks of glances around were all I could risk when he could have gotten ahead of me.

I should set an ambush for him, but I was in no shape for that.

Green—a glimpse of his light through a passing gap of walls, maybe racing parallel to me. I twisted my gaze and my path around, just in time to veer away and dive straight along a side street. Clear, empty, it let me fling myself forward and race under the lonely streetlights, wide open space too low for him to see me.

One block whipped by, then another, and still nothing came blazing in behind me. If I did get far enough outside his search, he’d know I could have made a break for anywhere. That had to be enough to get my chance—the ether was shaking under me again, and my arms were slipping.

One more twist brought me to a narrower street, and I cut my speed. The walls boxed me in, the magic shuddered and veered me too close to one side as I dragged it clear...

I am not breaking my neck here. Reining the power in, I brought it to a slow, let it fade and disperse and let me drop through it to the ground.

So heavy—I thumped down to hands and knees, slumped down, still.

No, no... feet moved again and pushed me up, kept me swaying forward. Some trash clattered and slipped under my step, until I found the darker patch of clear sidewalk. Streets looked tighter than ever, signs towered above.

My legs shook under me. Too much ether drawing too much of my strength, before I picked up the horn again. Too much happening. The ground slipped again, sounds spoke up ahead, voices, shelter...

A sign of light rose above me—some unreadable shape that the voices meant was a bar. I clenched my fists around the talismans until my eyes could make out the word Al’s, and I stumbled through the door.

Noise rattled and stirred around the room. Mostly empty, but there were still enough eyes here to keep some masked man from just attacking me.

Some of them had to be looking at me—didn’t matter. I struggled to the side, leaned against the wall. The floor stopped swaying, and at last there was only the wall trembling, or my shaking against it.

Coffee. I could try to order something here to force me awake, but my throat didn’t work, my hands wouldn’t stop trembling.

Who the hell was that “warden” who’d trapped me?

No, what just happened, when I fell through the ether... these talismans had already broken the ether once tonight...

No—my fingers squeezed tighter, and my eyes blinked the shadows back to make out the room again. No, the question was, why did the warden show up just when we’d tried reaching deep into the ether?

Voices rumbled around me in their scattered cliques, and I tried to wall them out and think.

That warden had been watching us somehow... he said he’d warned Dad not to try it... no, he’d said he warned “him,” but that had to mean us... we never had found other spellkeepers before, none of Mother’s people... but Dad did say he might have help... no, he couldn’t have found them and made contact and never told us... but it was less crazy than my own uncle attacking us over our latest push into the ether.

Or the test went wrong because of the warden. Except, he said we were the ones who crossed the line...

A roaring swelled in my ears, and my eyes clenched shut. Why was I believing anything the warden said?

I forced my eyes open again, held up my hands and stared at them until the shaking worked its way out of them. Then, at last, I tucked the talismans away and dug out my phone.

The wall behind me felt like a refuge now, a quiet space to let me reach out to Dad. As soon as I could hear his voice, his relief that I was okay and his laughter that he’d already mended the ether... I watched the crowd around me, college kids mostly younger than me, distant shapes with distant voices that couldn’t touch the stillness in my ear.

The phone gave no answer. Number not available, it said. Like something had happened to—to his phone, it had to be.

That left calling Theo... but if the warden could be him... my finger halted over the screen. With the strain growing between us every year... no, impossible.

My hand flickered with light.

I blinked, blinked again, but the fingers around the phone were shimmering in a green-blue glow. Now I felt the magic seeping from my talismans through me—my control hadn’t slipped this far since I was riding tricycles—

Locking the fingers still, I clamped my will down and cut the energy off. Then I turned and made for the door.

The open air stretched around me again. All I had to do was keep walking, pushing on until I reached the place where it had all gone wrong. The streets were tunnels of dark stone and metal and scattered lights, and each step I took in the stillness did more to pull me together.

The warden must have moved on by now. And he wasn’t Theo, and he wasn’t some contact Dad had made behind our backs. I would have known—keeping the Greer brothers together had become my job.

A street corner loomed ahead. One of the ones Theo had used in his search for a purse-snatcher, years ago.

Away and back, away and back... most of my life we’d split our time between our home here in Alford and searching the country for other signs of what our magic could do. Wielding ether and raising memory-echoes out of it had never settled the question of what those echoes were—even when we counseled people about the departed, the clearest shapes we called up were empty resonances. None of that even matched Grandmother’s proudest moment, when one month of seeming to haunt a house had made our fortunes.

And there were always people we could help, that never had to guess the magic was ours, and chances to search deeper into what the ether was. Uncle Theo had always been careful, I was careful, Dad was determined but it made him the best...

Two streets away now, to the clinic and the parking lot. Our car had to be parked somewhere around here, but I knew the death site was waiting up there.

It should have been simple. Theo knew Lonnie Marsh, knew he was struggling with his brother’s death—one more reason Theo and hit own brother hated to see him suffer. Yes, Norm had died trying to get his hands on drugs... but the plan had been to raise some glimmer of that truth tomorrow, tomorrow...

The queasy feeling clutched at me again, the same as it had this morning when Dad had told me about his private plans to come here first. I should have told Theo then, and if I hadn’t kept the secret...

It was here.

Pale, striped space shone out of the silent storefronts ahead. The clinic gleamed like a flash of teeth with harsh metal braces over them, the bars a sign of what kind of threats its medicines might attract. Had attracted.

With every step I took, more of the storefronts and the empty little parking lot in front came into view, each step another chance to come in sight of my father and fix this. All I saw was empty sidewalk.

But... is this what people mean when they say they feel haunted? My gaze couldn’t stop flicking around, like there was something on the shadowed asphalt that was never quite where I looked. I wasn’t even drawing on my talisman’s power yet.

After we had twisted the ether here. And... the wrongness still gripped this place—Dad had failed to mend this. Or he never got the chance, after I’d taken off.

Every step, every foot I moved led me farther past the corners, out where a lurking warden could see me from an alley or swoop by above. I moved slowly toward the fourth parking space again, the one that would have had police tape around it, weeks ago. Around me on the street, out in the night, the sounds of cars and a few voices were scattered in the nearby blocks. Stirrings that sounded closer than they should be.

Or... another sound whispered, softer than my feet on the asphalt. What could have been a voice, somewhere.

It hadn’t been there an hour ago.

My father strides up to where Norman Marsh had died, and I force my feet to keep right behind him. He doesn’t have to see that I’m not looking at the tarmac, that my head is running through what we’d do if we were only raising the echoes of an event.

A man loses a battle with addiction, dies on this spot trying to kidnap a nurse... so what pieces of that could help his brother accept the truth, save him from ending his own life...

But we’re reaching for more than the memories tonight.

Dad stands over the parking space. He reaches into his pocket, and he pauses. The hesitation nobody else gets to see.

Then he draws out his horn talisman, and his face goes smooth. It’s begun.

I join my thought to my own twitching talisman. The ether feels how it always does, faint and soft and lying all around the world, but Dad is already speaking—

“Got... something...”

I reach my will after his to help him pull. I always join in.

Something... tears...

And then my next memory was picking myself up off the pavement and chasing after a streak in the sky, never even looking behind me. And now my father was missing, and the smooth asphalt prickled at my nerves like a black snake was slithering somewhere across it.

Had the warden done that? But all I had felt was the two of us, pulling at the ether.

Another glance around couldn’t delay me enough either. I stood over the two painted lines where Norm Marsh had died, and the horn talisman was in my hand.

The few car-noises around me seemed to slow.

Don’t flinch, pretend Dad is watching—fix this—

I reached my will out into space and between it, to touch the thin, felt-but-never-seen fog of the ether itself.

And this time... I drew it around me, felt the faint currents it rippled with. The strangeness was here... but it was the same strangeness I’d felt on the sidewalk, nothing more to pin down, not even here within it.

But we’d caused this, my father and me. I strained, searching, holding down my fears and reaching, reaching, deep into the tainted silence. It couldn’t all be twisted, there had to be something in reach...

I slumped, tipped and shoved a hand to the pavement to catch myself. My chest heaved—I’d been holding my breath, until it gave out.

Finally the gasping faded. And I glared around at the pavement, the silent storefronts, the street beside me. We’d been here, Dad and I, less than an hour ago.

At least I could see what had happened here since then.

This time I only dipped my reach into the ether, tracing along the un-space where it brushed our world. Where motions and memories would imprint on its mist, to show me...

Nothing.

The surface of the ether lay smooth and empty—no traces, no shapes to draw out, no hints of the emotions that drove them. I should be feeling where Dad had gone, I should feel when I’d been there, but the ether hung as still as if nothing had moved here for endless dead hours. Nothing, only the lurking sense that some danger must be here and yet no echoes of what it was.

My fist came down on the pavement. The low thump spilled outward and snuffed out in the still air—too loud for this cursed place.

How could there be no resonances here? Reading ether had taken me years to learn to sort through how many faint echoes a place held, and yet this spot had nothing? I stumbled back, stared around. How much of the block had it twisted—

Green light soared through the sky. Sweeping toward me.

I dashed for the clinic’s wall. No, too late, and motion just helps him spot me—but I still lined my back against the bars and skipped sideways, scrambling for the building’s corner and huddling in what shelter the wall could give me from above.

And I reached the block’s end. I stopped, looked around in the sudden silence.

The warden soared on above me, away.

He’d missed me. It was all I could let myself think—I’d been lucky, he’d made some quick pass over here again but he hadn’t seen me. He must still be new to flying.

And I... I turned and stumbled away, away from where he’d passed and staggered up the quiet night street. I couldn’t face him, I never could, and there was nothing here in this spot anyway.

No, just him flying over my father gone missing over the twisted ether over a brother flailing over a tragic death... I swear, I’ll come back later...

I made it a block away—right past where we’d left our car, no time to pull it open—and burst upward again.

The cold shock of flight steadied me again, and I realized my feet had been slipping as I ran. But now the stream of magic shook, wobbled under me...

I’d used too much magic. My iron talisman had been lashing at the wards and keeping me flying, and the horn had supported that even before it searched through the ether again. Both of them were running dry.

I dodged down between walls, slanting between them to keep low.

It wasn’t fair. Lonnie Marsh needed our help, we could have helped him—I wish we had. Instead we twisted the ether and got this warden saying we’d “crossed a line.”

And we could have handled it, together. I clung to that thought and dragged the magic onward, toward home.

If we’d stayed together...

I should have known it would go wrong.

Just the last time should have shown me.

Just tracking lost jewelry... it would have been nothing but recreating the woman’s trail to see where her broach fell off... a harmless test of simple memories, no tracking kidnappers or searching for spirits... Theo, why did you think Dad meant you couldn’t handle it? He only said it wouldn’t be easy, not an insult.

But the way Theo had looked at Dad... and Dad ended up doing it on his own. And on our next trip out of town, Theo had stayed in the house and let us go...

The stream of magic dipped. I wrenched it up clear of the pavement.

Almost to the house now.

It should have been fine. The travel loosened Dad up again, and by the time we came back Theo was ready to talk. Until today, until Dad went to look for Norm Marsh’s spirit without Theo, again.

And I always sided with my father.

Somewhere on the last blocks I found an empty corner and dropped into a blind run, faster, faster... the broad, rounded outline of our home rose above me. Largest house on the block.

My clumsy feet fell into familiar steps. I remembered to look around, to watch for if the warden could have found me here—the night street looked empty. Keys shook in my hand, until the right one slid into the lock.

Now I had to tell Theo what we’d stirred up, all behind his back.

I pushed the door shut behind me, and its soft thump echoed in the hall. Another touch brought the lights on—I needed the safe, welcoming sight of the candles, the carpet, the paintings that went from my favorites back to Grandmother’s time.

Theo—Dad—

I cut off the shout. I had to see them, see their faces, while I told them about the warden and the rest. That had to be caution enough. I made my way up to my uncle’s room.

His bed was empty. Not even slept in.

I stood there, staring at the untouched blankets. The house was silent too... if he hadn’t even come home tonight, could he have guessed how we were planning to...

My head turned, to look at his row of masks.

The four of them gazed blindly back at me from the wall. They were bold mardi-gras style shapes that would cover half a face and more, two of them with feathers that could never have fit under the warden’s hood. None of them were missing, none of it meant anything.

I stumbled from the room, foot-dragging tired and dreading sleep, if whatever had brought the warden down on me had drawn them out of our house too. I made it to Dad’s floor while I got the phone out.

His line still didn’t work. His room was empty. My fingers reached for Theo’s number on the screen.

If I just touched the key, I’d know if he was answering, I’d let him explain... the warden couldn’t be him, but if it was...

No. Not here, when I wanted to sag against the wall and tell myself it was just for a minute. Instead I pulled myself down the stairs again, and found the little table in the hall with the wreath of pinecones, around the candle.

Candles were scattered in different forms around the house. But no visitor would guess how many generations of testing we had done to find the best flame, or how different fuels attuned the ether’s magic for different uses.

This candle was deep green, a disc broad as three of my fingers and shorter than it was wide. With a blend of wax that Dad had thought would change everything.

The iron and horn talismans were in my hand again. I held them too easily, like simple objects when they should have felt heavier, weighted with power.

Each talisman answered to different words, until Dad had come up with this candle, the power for whatever it was we’d done tonight.

My other hand drew out my lighter. Finally I could charge the iron and horn separately again, make the magic clean again...

“Who am I kidding?”

The sigh left me sagging, bent over the waiting candle. I’d never liked the feel of the horn talisman, and this flame’s refined magic had only deepened what I already felt. And if this had twisted the ether, I’d need the same energy to make it right.

Flick. The lighter brought a slow ember that caught and swelled on the candle, and the thinnest line of smoke began to rise from it.

“Zoath sha zoa arua... zoath sha zoa arua...”

I whispered the words again and again, and the stream of smoke turned and came flowing toward my lips. In its path I held the two talismans.

The smoke played around the little iron bar, softening from dark streams to cloudy paleness. But with this candle, some of the lighter smoke pulled away from the iron, on toward me and to the piece of horn in my other hand.

The vapor clung to them both, and I chanted and watched it sink within them. They tugged downward in my grasp, magic filling them with weight like liquid pouring into vials.

Then one last puff of breath, and the wick went dark.

I shoved them back in my pockets and turned for the door.

My magic brushed at the ether. I could feel the imprint around the door that would be me entering, and below that, before it...

Stillness. Nobody had passed this way at all, not until I sifted back to the time when Dad and I had first headed out. Nobody else had come home tonight.

The carpet scuffed under my feet, like it always did when I was tired. If Theo’s gone and Dad’s missing, can I even risk seeing here again?

But, I had no time. I swung the door open, looked around—it was still deep night, but people would be out sometime. One sleepless jogger was already moving along the sidewalk.

I stepped out, and my legs groaned at moving again. One car must still be where we’d left it out near the site... the other one was gone from the garage...

The sidewalk seemed to stretch forever. The figure behind me drew closer—not a comfortable jogger, some woman in sweat pants and a shirt and shivering in the night as she raced along. I had to pick up my own pace too.

Step, step. My shoes rang in the night. I had to get off the street, fly away somewhere—if I still dared—and rest, find Dad and Theo and answers to everything. If I could just keep my eyes open.

The footsteps behind me closed in. I glanced back, tried to focus... right, anything out of place like her could be a bad sign. I stepped to the side to give her space.

“You looking for Theo?”

My ears must be wrong, she couldn’t have said that. I staggered to a halt, searching her face—no, she had some kind of heavy glasses that were almost goggles, nothing like any of our neighbors I could think of now. “Do I know you?”

“I saw what happened.” She slowed as she drew closer—

I couldn’t think. I watched, waited as she closed in, and her arms reached backward and stretched out behind her...

Steps away, she swung. Her arm lashed out, hand empty—something glimmered within it—

I jumped back. My foot caught, I tipped and curled up as I toppled backward, and I saw her hand and the faintest yard-long blade-like shape sweep by where I’d been.

“You crossed a line,” she told me. “And I gave him my word.” She stepped toward me, and her arm swung up.

“No!”

Power burst out of me, bright green ether-force exploding out and catching her, leaving one after-image of her tumbling away in the light. I’ve got full-charged talismans, and my control’s gone, what did I do—

Something thumped down along the lawn. Nothing like the sound I’d made, or else falling flat sounded different when the body collapsing wasn’t mine.

I dragged myself to my feet. The street was all shadows now after that blaze in my eyes, but I could make out her lying there... moving, moving, thank God.

“Where’s Theo, where’s Dad?” The words were pouring out of me as I stumbled toward her. “Who did you promise—”

Her arm swept around, a wild swing toward my legs—I pulled back too slow, that sword was just a blur to me now, and yet it swept by and fell short of my body. Instead that shadow-energy struck the ground, and it carved into the earth.

She was swinging blind, blinder than me. I had one chance.
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