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        Life At the Crossroad

        6 Crossroad City Tales

      

      

      Crossroad City, nestled at the junction of the Great Tear, a rip between dimensions exposing the magical Nether Realm to the normal world, where faerie Maeve Hemlock, lead detective in the Spells and Misdemeanours Bureau, fights to keep law and magic in check to save all.

      

      In these six tales, Maeve responds to a routine report of an unauthorized spell, identifies the body of a faerie found dead in the human world, investigates the remains of a human liver containing magical residue, tracks the killer of a werewolf, searches for someone trying to poison the Holly King, and tries to stop the Wild Hunt from destroying the city.

      

      Visit Crossroad City where magic and the normal world collide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCING LIFE AT THE CROSSROAD

          

        

      

    

    
      I love mysteries. Detectives investigating murders, tracking down criminals, often at risk to themselves. The suspense, the excitement, the stakes.

      And I love fantasy. The wonder, the magic, the suspension of disbelief and the risk that entails for our world if these strange wonders were true.

      Both my loves collided in the person of Maeve Hemlock, seventh level princess of the North Faerie Court and lead detective of the Spells and Misdemeanours Bureau of Crossroad City. She’s got the wings of a faerie, but she keeps her wand in a holster at her waist and doesn’t brook any nonsense. She’s not interested in the typical faerie stuff. She won’t make deals or steal and replace children. Instead, she helps regulate magic in Crossroad City on the human side of the Great Tear, a rip in the dimensional fabric that opens the door from the Nether Realm to the normal world.

      Maeve first showed up in “Tear Away”, part of the Uncollected Anthology: Spells Gone Awry issue. Since then, she’s made regular appearances in my imagination, her adventures taking on some aspects of fantasy or detective fiction and twisting them as only tales in Crossroad City can twist.

      I never know what case will next challenge Maeve or how she’ll deal with the complications that arise. When you live in the strange world of Crossroad City at the edge of the Great Tear, when magic can seep in and change the course of the river or the aspects of a street, anything can happen.

      And often does.

      Welcome to life at the Crossroad! I hope you enjoy Maeve’s stories as she struggles to keep the law and the magic in check to save all.

      
        
        Rebecca M. Senese

        Toronto, Ontario

        November 2021
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      The night air held a crisp edge of chill that seeped through my thick, leather coat as I trudged from my car down the dirt lane. The red flashing light stuck in the front windshield illuminated my path in alternating flashes of red and darkness. Even the glow from the streetlights didn’t penetrate this far. Too many overgrown hedges and clumps of trees.

      I wrinkled my nose at the earthy smell. Already my brand new suede boots were splashed with mud from the lane. The rain had been a bare sprinkle in the centre of town but out here, it had obviously been torrential, or at least strong enough to turn this dirt to slippery mud.

      It would be just my luck to slide right down onto my rump.

      As if to deliver my thought, my right boot started to slide sideways as I leaned my weight onto it. I heard a distant snort from the officer stationed back at the car. He knew better than to laugh.

      But I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of any amusement at my cost.

      I whispered a short spell under my breath. The back panel of my leather coat parted and my faerie wings burst forth. A few strong flaps lifted me an inch above the muddy ground, enough for me to get my feet under me again. I settled back down then folded my wings back under my coat.

      A disapproving grunt sounded behind me. Probably one of the new officers who thought I got the detective job based on my faerie magic.

      They didn’t know that having magic on my side made it even harder to advance. I had to go to even further lengths to prove my cases on fact and repute anyone who claimed my magic solved or influenced my solving of crimes.

      It was annoying as well as exhausting.

      I ignored the officers behind me and focused on the small bungalow that appeared at the end of the lane. A spell of an unauthorized level had been reported in the neighbourhood and this was the fourth house on the block. Unlike the others, this one was set back from the road on this long, narrow lane. A single, bare, white bulb hung beside the front door, illuminating a narrow, concrete porch. Wooden stairs creaked under my boots as I stepped up.

      Three paces brought me to the door and I could see through the screen that the front door was ajar. As I reached for the screen door handle, the interior door swung open. A tall, shockingly thin man hunched just inside the doorway. The sleeves of his pale yellow shirt barely reached past his elbows, revealing forearms that looked no thicker than my thumb. The hand holding the door knob was like a gigantic daddy long legs, ending in well-manicured, nicely trimmed nails.

      Why couldn’t I get my nails looking like that? Mine were forever chipping and peeling.

      Enough, mind back on the job.

      The man tilted his head. The red glow from the distant flashing light highlighted the sharp grooves of his cheeks and made his black eyes glow with a reddish hue.

      I recognized those eyes, even if his skeletal appearance hadn’t clued me in.

      A wraith.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out my badge.

      “Do you live here, sir?” I said. “I’m Detective Maeve Hemlock of the police department.”

      I held up my badge, tilting it to catch the light so he could read it. His thin lips moved as he read then pursed, thinning almost to nothingness.

      “What do you want?” he said.

      His voice was so deep it felt like it rumbled up from the ground, through the concrete stoop, and flowed up through his body before booming out of his mouth.

      Very impressive to the norms. Most would have turned tail and run. Others would drop to their knees as their legs gave out, their pants reeking of urine.

      But I was Maeve Hemlock, seventh level princess of the North Faerie Court and lead detective of the Spells and Misdemeanours Bureau of the Crossroad City police department, and I’d seen scarier things that this doofus before I was ten.

      “Knock it off and answer the question,” I snapped. “Are you the owner of this house?”

      He reared back a little, as if my retort had taken him aback. I repressed a grin and kept my expression stern.

      Not used to any back talk, eh? Just try me, buster.

      But the wraith didn’t seem to have much spirit for it. He shook his head.

      “Show me some ID,” I said, “then step aside.”

      He fumbled in the pocket of his dark trousers, pulling out a brown leather wallet.

      “Why are you here?” he asked. “We haven’t done anything.”

      “ID,” I said. I held out my hand and snapped my fingers. Several sparks of blue light sprang up from my fingers, flared and then winked out.

      The wraith flipped open the wallet and thrust it at me.

      So much for impressive.

      I slid out his driver’s license. Reginald Alsatious Grimefield. His address was halfway across the city so this little bungalow was definitely not his. I snapped the wallet shut but didn’t give it back to him.

      “Step back,” I said.

      “But...”

      I pointed and he retreated. The door stayed opened. I stepped inside the house, letting the screen door shut behind me. It did so with a squeak of grimy hinges and a click.

      We stood in a narrow foyer. Yellowing white paint covered the walls, making it a narrower, darker spot than it should have been. A round, gilded framed mirror reflected my dark red hair, pulled back into a pony tail behind me. I looked humourless and determined, enough that I almost laughed but managed to catch myself.

      As usual, the wraith was a smoky phantom in the mirror. Wraiths never did show up well in mirrors or in photographs, and I’d heard they could also vanish from regular view as well but Grimefield wasn’t going to go anywhere.

      He would know I would be able to find him in the Nether Realm if I had to.

      “You said ‘we’,” I said. “Let’s go meet your friends.”

      He looked like he wanted to protest again but then thought better of it. His hunching shoulders drooped even farther as he turned to lead me deeper into the house.

      The foyer expanded into a small front room. From the look of the plastic wrapped couch and the coffee table with a single vase of obviously plastic flowers, I could tell no one used this room. It was probably the parlour, used for special guests, but obviously Grimefield wasn’t special enough for it. And from the look of the room, no ever was.

      I breathed in as we past the door but couldn’t smell anything but stale plastic. No tell tale ozone from a magic spell. Whatever Grimefield and his friends were up to, it wasn’t in that room.

      Crossroad City resided on the cusp of the normal world and the Nether Realm. Since the Great Tear in the fabric between dimensions, Crossroad City served as a way station between the realms. Any norms who wanted to tour the Nether Realm passed through here and any magical entity that wished to flow into the norm world had to register here. Magic was heavily regulated in the normal world, its delicate balance couldn’t absorb a lot of magic without major issues.

      Hence the Spells and Misdemeanours Bureau was born to register and regulate all magic users.

      Being seventh princess of the Faerie Court there was no way I would ever ascend the throne, even if I wanted to. Which I didn’t. But I did want to help people, even the norms who sneered at us and then flocked to tour the Nether Realm in their safe, guided and gilded tours. I didn’t much like the Nether Realm so I’d come out here to Crossroad City and joined the police force. It hadn’t taken long for me to get transferred to the SAMB and now I was one of the lead detectives.

      And I’d had a report of an unauthorized spell being used in this vicinity.

      Grimefield glanced back at me as we reached the end of the hall. A closed door was in front of him.

      From beyond it, I could smell a trace of ozone.

      Leftovers from a spell.

      I slipped my right hand under my leather jacket and onto the holster strapped to my right thigh.

      “Open the door,” I said.

      The wraith gave a long suffering sigh then pushed the door open.

      An old fifties-style kitchen spread out beyond. Beige cupboards with big, circular knobs. An old white gas stove with chrome accents that shone under the light from the frosted overhead light in the ceiling. Tucked into the corner on the left sat a matching white fridge with a chrome handle split in two for the freezer up top and the regular cold storage in the bottom.

      A light green table sat just to the left of the door with a pair of vinyl chairs tucked in on either end. The outline of the chrome gleamed just as much as the chrome on the fridge and stove.

      Even though the owner couldn’t be bothered to update the look, at least he keep it nice and shiny.

      But there was no one here.

      The ozone smell was a little stronger but this wasn’t the place of origin, I could tell.

      I tilted my head at the wraith and raised an eyebrow.

      “Nice detail,” I said. “I like the shining chrome especially. You do that yourself?”

      His lips thinned almost to transparency. He seemed to pull his shoulders in even tighter as he shifted to the right. His tall figure almost obscured the back door that sat beside the stove.

      But wait, shouldn’t there be another wall?

      I blinked hard and shook my head. The wraith let out a soft grunt of exertion.

      Masking. He was trying to mask from me!

      Before he could strengthen his efforts, I yanked the wand from its holster. Blue sparks burst from its tip as circled it up and pointed it out to the right.

      “Reveal!” I shouted.

      The entire mirage of the fifties kitchen shattered in an explosion of shimmering crystal. colours popped out. Brown cupboards, olive green electric stove and matching fridge. A plain wood table with hard back, wood chairs.

      And just to the right of the kitchen door, a closed wood door that swung open with another flick of my wand to reveal stairs leading down.

      The ozone smell deepened.

      “Nice try,” I said. “But you tried too hard. Nobody polishes their chrome like that. Face the wall.”

      Grimefield grumbled and I could feel the air start to crackle. The idiot was trying to warn his buddies. I grabbed his shoulder and shoved him against the wall. His face smacked against the drywall. His nose seemed to twist.

      I reholstered my wand then yanked his hands back. With quick movements, I pulled out my handcuffs and cuffed his hands behind his back. The cuffs shimmered as I clicked them shut. They were specially warded, designed to nullify even the strongest magic. It simply reflected it back on the wearer.

      I yanked Grimefield back around and pushed him toward the table. He stumbled back, head hanging low. I pulled one of the chairs out and pushed him into it. He fell onto the seat, shoulders hunching forward.

      His earlier resignation had been an act after all but this time it was real. He’d been busted and he knew it.

      “You wanna tell me how many are down there?” I asked. “Or do you want to dig yourself in deeper.”

      Grimefield shook his head. His stringy hair hung in his face.

      “Suit yourself,” I said. “You’ll be dealing with obstruction charges after this.”

      I pulled out my wand and flicked a little binding spell into the cuffs. The wraith’s body jerked a little as it took hold on the cuffs. Now they were bound to the chair and even possibly to the floor.

      He wouldn’t be going anywhere.

      I turned to face the open door.

      The ozone smell wafted out. Lighting in the stairwell was dim but I could see well enough to the landing. The stairs were regular wood stairs with a wood railing along the left side. Dark brown wood panelling lined the walls. The sloping ceiling was painted white. It gave the impression of a finished basement down there, somewhere to relax, maybe watch TV.

      Maybe cast an errant spell.

      Not on my watch.

      I could feel anger tightened the muscles across my back. It pissed me off how stupid some creatures could be. Even with Crossroad City, the energy fluctuations between the normal world and the Nether Realm made the Great Tear unstable. The slightest imbalance could set everything off. Yet some people seemed determine to exercise their so-called rights to cast magic and to hell with everything.

      And I believed it would probably literally mean hell.

      I clenched my teeth and took a step toward the stairs.

      I knew I should call for backup but those officers outside were norms. They wouldn’t be much good in a magical situation.

      Still heading down there with nothing wouldn’t be too smart on my part.

      I reached up and yanked a single strand of red hair out of my head. I curled it around the tip of my wand as I murmured the location and gave a quick update. Then I flicked the wand.

      The hair sprang off, curling into a ball of blue energy. It shot back out the kitchen and down the hall. It had enough energy to get through the door, then it would lock into the SAMB offices downtown.

      Hopefully one of the team would be there to receive it.

      It was as close to back up as I was going to get.

      I headed down the stairs.

      I crept heel to toe on the outside of the steps. Less chance of hitting any telltale squeak. The ozone smell grew stronger. At the landing, the stairs curled right. The lighting grew dimmer, darkening toward red.

      I pressed against the inner wall, leading with my wand. I could feel my wings itch on my back, reacting to the waves of magic flowing up the stairs. I reached the bottom step and peered around the corner.

      The basement spread out in a large room. The wood panelling covered the walls but that was the only indication that it had been finished. Lighting sconces hung on the walls, but only a few of them were lit, sending out weak tendrils of light. One in the far right corner sputtered then went dark for good, plunging the room farther into twilight.

      In the centre of the room, a huge, restaurant-sized pot sat on a short rise. Cables ran along the concrete floor from the rise and plugged into several power outlets around the room.

      It wasn’t a rise, I realized, it was a burner. Several burners.

      They were using the pot as a cauldron.

      Wisps of smoke curled up from the pot. In the dim light, it looked hazy, almost like a heat shimmer.

      But it was no heat shimmer.

      What the hell had they been doing down here?

      As my eyes adjusted, I noticed several figures draped in huge black cloaks lying on the floor around the pot. I stepped closer, holding my wand out but none of them were moving. I tilted my head to the right, counting. Five, and the wraith upstairs made six.

      Perfect number for conjuring.

      But conjuring what?

      A low moan sounded. One of the figures to the left shifted.

      I moved closer, wand at ready.

      The ozone stench filled the air as I got within ten feet of the pot. This close I could see the shimmer more clearly.

      Somehow the air above the pot was shifting, undulating. I could feel energy building up in that shimmer. It made my skin crawl. My wings quivered on my back, threatening to burst forth and take flight to whisk me away.

      These idiots! They’d tried to open a rift and draw something out of the Nether Realm!

      Why the hell hadn’t they put in an application at the registrar like everybody else?

      Probably because what they wanted to bring forth wasn’t something they would get approval for.

      And from the look of the room, it hadn’t exactly gone as planned for them.

      The figure on the floor groaned again. I moved closer, still holding my wand at ready although casting any kind of spell near that shimmer would be suicidal.

      The figure shifted and the hood of the cloak fell aside, revealing the narrow, pinched features of a pixie. Even in the dim light I could see the greyish hue under the green complexion. Its eyelids fluttered.

      I nudged it in the back with the toe of my boot.

      “Hey, wake up,” I said. I kept my voice low, as if the shimmer could somehow hear me.

      The pixie groaned again. Eyes opened wider but still looked unfocused.

      I resisted the urge to kick harder.

      Instead, I bent lower. “Wake up, this is a raid.”

      Awareness flashed into the eyes and boiled over into malice.

      Oh crap.

      I jumped back but the pixie was already surging up toward me. Its mouth opened in a snarl revealing needle teeth. Hands clawed at my leather coat. The usually tiny nails erupted into razor-sharp claws. One sliced down my left arm, sheering through the leather.

      Dammit! This coat cost almost three hundred dollars!

      I lifted my wand but we were still too close to the pot. Any magic I did would act like an accelerant or worse, would start a chain reaction that would rupture the stability of the Great Tear and take down Crossroad City.

      No magic then.

      At least not with a wand.

      But I was a seventh princess of the North Faerie Court. I had a few tricks up my sleeve, torn as it was.

      I twitched my shoulders. My wings burst forth. The thin membranes glowed in the dimness, lighting half the room. One swoop and I hovered, lifting off the floor.

      The pixie held on, mouth wide, lunging up, trying bite me. It had one hand clamped around my right biceps. I could feel wetness on my skin where its claws had pierced through the leather and into my flesh. It was clawing for purchase with the other hand even as its mouth snapped closer to my throat.

      Closer.

      I took the wand and jabbed it into its mouth.

      The pixie gagged and howled.

      My wings flapped harder. I was getting close to the ceiling.

      That gave me an idea.

      I grabbed hold of the pixie’s flailing arm. Pulling it closer to me, I rolled onto my back. The pixie lay on top of me, still gagging.

      I gathered my faerie strength and zoomed toward the ceiling. At the last moment, I pulled my head back to stop my face from smacking into the ceiling.

      But the pixie took the full brunt.

      The ceiling was a drop ceiling. Two panels collapsed as the pixie shot through them and kept going. I let go of its arm as the pixie soared away from me, dislodged from its grip by the impact.

      A moment later, it slammed into the true ceiling. It gave a pained cry as it hit.

      As it emerged from the ruined drop panels, I plucked it out of the air and held it facing away from me, my arm wrapped around its throat.

      “Now, shall we have a polite conversation or shall I throw you into the wall?” I asked.

      “I don’t know nothin’,” the pixie squealed. It reached its hands up, claws extending.

      “You scratch me again and I’ll twist your head off,” I said. “Then I’ll sprinkle it with faerie dust to preserve it, put it back and twist it off again.”

      The pixie dropped its hands.

      “Now what spell were you casting with that pot?” I asked.

      I could feel the pixie turn its head. I shifted so it could get a better look.

      “Nothin’,” it said.

      “You want to rethink that answer?” I said. “You’re looking at multiple charges here for illegal magic use. Cooperating will help you get a reduced charge. Might even make me forget resisting arrest.”

      I could feel the pixie shaking its head. Typical. Pixies were known for being stupid and stubborn. A double whammy as far as I was concerned.

      There had to be a way to change its mind.

      I glanced at the other figures around the pot. None of them had moved during the fight. They were either unconscious, trapped in a magic coma, or dead. From the strength of the spell that had been cast, I didn’t like their chances.

      I had to get the pixie to talk.

      I twitched my shoulders, setting my wings in motion again. I lifted off the floor, dragging the pixie with me. I had one arm wrapped around its neck and my other across its chest. As we rose, it started struggling again.

      Probably had an inkling of what I was going to do.

      Seemed this pixie had a bit of an imagination.

      “I think you should tell me,” I said. “Or maybe I’ll drop you into the pot and see what happens. I should be able to discern the spell from the reaction. I have a BA in spells along with criminology.”

      “No! Can’t!” The pixie’s voice rose to a shriek. It struggled harder. I tightened my grip around its chest.

      I drifted a few inches toward the pot. The ozone stench increased. Thin wisps of smoke came from inside. As I rose higher, I peered over the edge into the pot.

      There was a whole lot of nothing.

      No bubbling liquid, no congealing goo. Nothing. Not even the bottom of the pot.

      Just an empty blankness.

      And it was creeping up the sides of the pots.

      All the saliva in my mouth evaporated. For a moment, my wings froze in the air, membranes outstretched. I dropped three inches before I started flapping them again.

      The rim of the pot obscured my view.

      Thank the dust.

      I cleared my throat.

      “Talk,” I managed to croak. “Or in you go.”

      The pixie sagged in my arms.

      “We was conjurin’,” he said. “Callin’ forth trinkets and talismans. There’s a market for that stuff outside the city.”

      I clenched my jaw. There was a market all right. The blackest of black markets, dealing in all manner of contraband magical items, including people. There were a lot of small conjurers in  Crossroad City, taping into the Tear and drawing out small items. With this much magical energy, it was impossible to trace them, unless they were drawing out something big.

      And not just big.

      Huge.

      “Trinkets and talismans, huh?” I said. “Tell me what kind. Be exact.”

      “Conjurin’ ones for norm use, cast a spell and hold it. Body mods, abundance replicators, the works,” the pixie said.

      “Instead of drawing them out one by one, you geniuses decided to get everything all at once,” I said.

      “Seemed faster.”

      “Sure, it’s fast to destroy the city.”

      I flapped my wings, pulling away from the pot, dragging the pixie with me. It wasn’t struggling any more. There was nowhere to go. At the moment, the edges of the pot was maintaining integrity, keeping the hole at bay but it wouldn’t last long.

      Then Crossroad City would find itself not only at the edge of the Great Tear but absorbed right into it.

      If the city managed to survive longer than a few seconds.

      I dumped the pixie at the bottom of the stairs. I used another set of cuffs to cuff it to the railing. The pixie sagged against the wall, staring up at me.

      “Just tryin’ to make a livin’,” it said.

      I barked out a bitter laugh and turned away. The pot sat shrouded in shadow, the bottom lost in murky darkness.

      No, not lost, being pulled through the Tear.

      I had to find a way to stop it.

      Being a seventh princess of the North Faerie Court allowed me a direct line to tap into that power. Some thought it was genetic, a lineage through the royal families. Others thought it magical, a deeper connection to the Nether Realm where the Faerie Courts dwelt. I thought it was a mix of both, a strength in my family line that allowed us to tap into the combined magic of faeries everywhere and magnify it a hundred fold.

      But it wasn’t easy to do, took massive amounts of training, and could hardly be controlled on the fly.

      All of which I had to accomplish right now.

      I knew I should have paid more attention at those family meetings but I was a seventh princess, I would never have to worry about that kind of crap.

      Until I did.

      First things first. I did a quick check on the other figures around the pot. As I had suspected, they were all dead. Three of them were norms and the last one a smaller pixie. In the pocket of the middle norm, I found a sheet of paper with a list of ingredients.

      That gave me some idea of the spell they’d used, a simple opening spell, something that shouldn’t have been any trouble.

      Except that they’d used about a thousand times the amount of magic and ingredients as they should have.

      Fricking idiots.

      I slipped the paper into an evidence and bag and shoved it in my pocket. Then I laughed. Like this was going to result in arrests and a trial.

      Maybe if I managed to contain the damage to only a few blocks of the city.

      Shadows around the bottom of the pot looked even darker. The ozone smell thickened. The temperature in the room seemed to drop. I shivered in the ruins of my leather coat. The shredded left sleeve hung off my arm leaving my skin stinging in the air.

      Stinging?

      I glanced at my arm. Blood welded up from multiple slashes down my forearm. That damn pixie and his razor sharp claws.

      Five minutes in an interrogation room, I swore…

      My blood dripped onto the concrete floor. It hissed as it landed.

      Blood…

      Of course, blood magic was the strongest magic. I could use it to close the rift.

      Maybe.

      I lifted my wand and edged closer to the pot. The deep darkness inside had crept halfway up the sides. I could hear and feel an almost subliminal wail coming from the depths. The call of the Nether Realm as it started to break through.

      I rubbed my wand along my left arm, smearing blood on the wood shaft. It started to glow even before I mumbled any incantation. Soft blue light radiated from it, growing stronger. The wand vibrated in my hand. I tightened my grip.

      I had to control it, focus it, or it would become another tool in the widening of this tear.

      Instead, I had to focus on the opposite.

      With the wand coated in blood, I lifted it up, holding it high above the rim of the pot. A dull whirling roar sounded from inside. The magic of the tear responding to the call of my blood.

      It reverberated down my arm. My heart pounded in time to it. I stopped shivering as a warmth spread through me. My wings spread forth and began to flap, lifting me over the pot. I wasn’t doing it, the draw of the Nether Realm called to me.

      I could feel the call echo inside. Would it be so bad to have it break through to this side? The Nether Realm held all the magic and sorcery. Why not spread it to this world? I could already see it in my mind’s eye, the gleaming silver threads of the lined the white vines that grew in the North Faerie Court. The towering double-trunked glower trees with black-tinged leaves large enough to cover a car. Roving creeper plants that grew over almost any surface, exuding a sweet, honey nectar.

      And all trailing the glowing blue of magic within.

      So easy to open the tear a little wider, to let the magic flow in.

      To let it take over.

      Over everything...

      Wait... what?

      I yanked myself back. The wand hovered an inch above the blackness in the centre of the pot. Blue sparks burst along the shaft but disappeared into nothing when they hit that black.

      So close, it had been so close.

      I could still feel the lure of the Tear, trying to draw me back in.

      I couldn’t let it get me.

      I couldn’t let it bring forth magic into this realm like that. The norm world wouldn’t survive it. How many people would die? The Tear would devour everything. People, animals, buildings alike, nothing would remain unscathed.

      There were some who theorized it would destroy the Nether Realm as well.

      I flapped my wings harder, lifting myself up until my wand was parallel to the rim of the pot. The call of the Tear lessened a little.

      If I could hang on to my own mind, maybe I could do this.

      I lifted my arms and began tracing symbols in the air. Blue sparks flared out, leaving afterimages burned into my brain.

      I gathered my energy around me, drawing down all I had learned as a seventh level princess. The magic of growth and decay, of light and dark, of wind and still. Then I opened my mouth and sang out the chords, the notes of the spell.

      It sounded like my grandmother.

      Her image flooded me. A thin, bird-like woman, frail wings on her back, the membrane so thin it was grey. Wisps of white hair stuck up from her head. Eyes of emerald green burned bright in her thin face. When I was a child, that white hair had been flaming red like my own, and it should have stayed that way, but grandmother had been on the front lines when the Great Tear started. She’d sung many spells to help fortify the edges of the Tear.

      Instead of living for thousands of years, she was reduced to only a few hundred.

      Because of her work to stop the Tear.

      I imagined her with me as I sang. Warmth flooded through me. Hissing sounded from the drip-dripping of my blood hitting the sides of the pot.

      At the bottom, the deep blackness seemed to lessen. It retreated down the sides of the pot, leaving burned streaks of rust on the silver.

      Shrinking! I was shrinking it.

      Then the ozone stench thickened.

      Tendrils of coldness reached up. The flesh on my left arm froze. Blood from the pixie’s scratches congealed on my skin. No more blood magic.

      The spell in the pot was fighting back.

      A shimmer started just above the blackness and exploded upward, reaching for me.

      I flung myself back, wings flapping madly.

      Coldness flowed out of the pot in waves. The stench was so thick it made me gag. Behind me, I could hear the pixie coughing too, and from above my head, the wraith’s stomping on the floor.

      Maybe they were regretting their choice of spell.

      Too bad that wasn’t going to do any good.

      It didn’t look like anything was.

      A hissing sounded and for a moment, I thought another of the lighting scones had gone out. The burners under the pot were cloaked in darkness. Then I realized it wasn’t a lack of lighting.

      The tear was manifesting outside the pot now.

      There was no stopping it.

      “Le’ me go!” the pixie screamed. It was on its feet several steps up the stairwell, tugging on the cuffs that secured it to the railing.

      Even if I was going to retreat, I could leave it here. I reached for the cuffs.

      And got a great idea.

      “Wait,” I said and turned back to the pot.

      A dark blue shimmer hovered over the opening. The bottom half of the pot was swallowed in darkness, making it look like the upper edge floated in space. The coldness was so deep I had to clench my teeth to stop from shivering. I could feel the membranes of my wings crackle with cold.

      At least the cold dampened the stench of ozone.

      The pixie screamed behind me, but its voice was lost in a deep, whirling throb that seemed to pulse from inside the pot.

      I stuck my wand back in its holster and started crawling forward. The concrete floor seemed to crunch beneath me and almost undulate with every movement. The integrity of the room was starting to change, to mold to the Tear.

      Only moments now.

      I reached behind me under the ruins of my leather coat, to grab at the final pair of cuffs hanging on my belt.

      A foot from the pot, I lunged up, shoving with my legs, wings blurring. I soared to the lip of the pot. My right hand yanked off the cuffs, tossed.

      They flew over the edge and dropped.

      For a moment, I felt nothing but the cold and the throb of magic lashing at me. Then a muffled roar sounded from inside the pot. The blue shimmer vanished. The roar cut off, leaving only my own laboured breathing and the whimpering of the pixie behind me.

      Fatigue hit me like a bat to the head. I landed back on the concrete floor but my legs wouldn’t hold me. I fell onto my rump. My wings sagged behind me. I was even too tired to pull them back under my coat.

      Shouts sounded above my head. I heard the door slam open and feet pounded down the stairs, making the wood crack with every stomp.

      There was only one person I knew who stomped like that.

      I rolled my head to the side to watch Trevel the troll land on the concrete floor. His ugly grey, bald head glinted in the dim light. He sniffed at the pixie then ignored it. He clutched a long wand in his right fist. His brows drew down when he spotted me and he frowned.

      “Maeve, that you?”

      His deep voice rumbled over me.

      My backup, better late than never.

      “Trevel.” My own voice sounded like a bare squeak. “Book them for illegal spell work and terrorism. Then call the Wards. They’ll need to set up a perimeter here and another guard post.”

      Trevel nodded. “You okay, Maeve?”

      I sighed. “Nothing a month’s vacation won’t fix.” I managed to get my legs under me and pushed myself up into a standing position. I wavered a little but managed to stay upright.

      Small victory.

      “What happened to your coat?” Trevel asked.

      I looked down at the ruined leather. Torn, bloody, stinking. All in a day’s work.

      “Remind me to fill out a recovery form when we get back to the office,” I said. “Make sure you book these guys.”

      Trevel grinned, a truly frightening countenance that revealed the full extent of the massive tusks that protruded from either side of his mouth.

      “My pleasure, Maeve.”

      He turned to the pixie who cowered under the railing.

      “You have the right to remain silent,” Trevel rumbled.

      I took one final glance into the pot before I left the basement to the arriving Wards. They would cordon off the house and ward it from further magical interference. Then they would post guards to ensure this newly created weak spot stayed secure.

      I peered over the edge. The silver of the pot went all the down, streaked with rust and scorch marks, but still the inside of a pot. At the very bottom, buried halfway in, were my cuffs. Even as I watched, blue sparks fizzled off the edges.

      They were holding, reflecting the spell and magic back into the Tear itself. They wouldn’t hold forever, but they would for long enough.

      A moment later, I felt the warm presence of the Wards. Three of them flowed down the stairs in their silver robes. Dark faces nodded at me from within their hoods.

      They got this.

      I stepped back to let them seal the Tear and headed back up the stairs.

      I didn’t care what the captain said, I wanted to be reimbursed for my leather coat.

      Although I was probably going to have to swallow the cost of my suede boots.

      I sighed.

      All in a day’s work.
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