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​Chapter one
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The notes floated through the rush hour crowd, soft, but clearly heard by those whose attention was willing to be distracted. The clear voice lifted, but not demanding to be heard. It touched a place inside those the harsh day had pushed to an edge, soothing them; relaxing the tension that could so easily flare in the confined space of the subway platform. As the train rumbled into the station, the energy changed from anger and fear to more a weary happiness to be heading home.

As the crowd moved a single man stopped by the figure in the alcove and nodded, dropping a crumpled bill into the plastic cup as a thank you before he headed back home. His desperation had become lighter and a bit of hope, a tiny seed, filled his belly, a gift of light. He heard a soft, “Go in peace,” and he did, stopping only long enough to toss an unused knife into the darkness of the tracks to be lost.

Sighing tiredly, the figure closed silver eyes and waited. The night no longer held the threat she had sensed. She smiled softly below the floppy hat that shadowed her face. Her work in this place was done for now. Packing the dulcimer into an embroidered bag, she tucked it into a deep pocket in the oversized coat she wore. The cup was added to a different pocket, the money uncounted.

She slipped up the stairs into the snowy dark of a late Tuesday night. The trains would still be running for another hour or so, but she had another place to go now. A warm room with a bed would be more to her liking, but there was so much she needed to do and sleep could wait till at least some of it was done.

Looking up at the snow as it fell softly from the black sky; she shivered and wrapped a ragged scarf tighter around her throat. As she walked she continued to feel out the air, pausing to sniff from time to time the wind that blew from the water. As her feet grew chilled in her boots, she hummed a soft series of notes and let out a little snort, shaking her head. “That won’t do,” she whispered and turned toward her next destination.

***
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THE BAR WAS NEAR THE waterfront, but not right on the water, a blessing on a cold winter night. While it was late for the general populous, it was just getting going here. She stepped through the door and nodded to the man behind the bar. He was burly, dressed much like the barkeeps of old, a white shirt, dark pants and an apron over it all. The smell of hot meat and beer stopped her for a moment with a smile. It had been a long day without more than a bite of something to eat. It wasn’t more than a burger and a poor man’s brew, but it would give her energy for what she needed to do. 

They knew her face here and the blowsy waitress brought over her meal. “It’s dark tonight, Piper. Go easy and careful, the men lost another one down at the docks.”

Nodding between quick, neat bites, she pulled out the embroidered bag and slipped out a silvery pipe. Soon songs of pride, love and work floated across the room. The breathy sounds lightened the mood subtly, doing what no prerecorded music from a box could do. The mutters slowly faded as the fear sunk back. She listened for all she was worth as she played peace and understanding to the men around her. The darkness was spreading in ways that they could not understand. The stories of twisted bodies started to fade under the music and magic. She leaned harder than she liked, but these men had seen what was found floating in the bay. It was not much, but for these moments she could bring light back into a world swiftly falling to darkness.

One man fought the soothing flow, his eyes darting from place to place before settling on the piper. He pushed back his chair and barreled his way forward. Tim, the leader of the local freight haulers caught his arm, slowing the charge. “Whoa there, boyo, what has got you all fired up?”

“The witch, she is playing them toward us. Gotta stop her before more of them come.” His eyes were wide and wild as he twisted and pulled his arm from the surprised grip. Calling any a witch in the current climate was enough to strike fear in those gathered. Magic was not just believed but feared now. He moved fast for a big man and was in front Jessalin before the other man took a full breath to deny that word.

He stood before her, eyes wider if possible, his pupils huge. Fear came off him in waves that she could see and she dropped the pipe down, softly whistling a soothing tune that brought to mind a mother’s arms and peace. He stood quivering, unable to complete his attack. Her large silver eyes locked on his as the notes settled about him. Slowly those watching could see each muscle in his huge arms unclenching as his breathing slowed and then settled. She whispered something softly and he shook all over like a dog coming out of the water, then bowed his head mumbling something before turning away. She lifted her pipe and returned to playing songs of island and shore and of the life of a fisherman of both the sea and the lakes.

It took longer than she hoped, but she set a soothing calm over the docks. The things trying to move into the city in the absence of its protector fed on fear and discord. It was an age-old duty of her kind to ease those who knew little of worlds beyond work and family and mundane horrors. The burger and beer were long gone from her belly when she slipped her pipe into the bag and headed back out into the snow. While these men headed home to their beds to rise early in the morning for their work, she had other places to cover.

**********
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IT WAS CLOSER TO 2AM when she stood in the shadow of a fine house of worship. The One God’s priests had true faith here. The glow was clear even to her normal sight. She nudged the young ones she had found in the park toward its doors and smiled wearily as a golden glow spilled into the night as the priest opened his door. This haven for human children was needed by so many, but she could only nudge them gently. She wished there was a place like this in the city for those not human, but that time was long past and gone. She could only save a handful of those who were more than human, but less than Other.

As she turned away the priest caught her eye and waved, gesturing for her to join them inside, but she shook her head. He nodded in understanding, sighed and sketched a blessing in the air between them. Smiling, she walked away from the warmth to search the night again. Maybe those children would find a place outside of the dark influences that were coming; it was all she could hope and all she could do.

*********
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AS DAWN STARTED TO filter the eastern sky, Jessalin sighed and headed toward her own roost. Somewhere between the daylight world of her charges and the night world of those she fought against her day came to its end. She slid inside just as the sun broke the sky and closed the door. She curled up in the nest of blankets she had cached here to rest for the few hours that she was allowed. Dreams, both dark and heartbreakingly clean disturbed her rest for the few hours that she could seek her rest. The call of those who wished to use her and those who needed her finally dragged her from the warmth.

She splashed a little water on her face and sat staring at the tarnished ring that circled her finger. The stone in its oval setting glittered like blood in the shadowy gloom of her nest. Briefly, as she fingered the stone, she heard a soft male voice begging her to come away, to let others take her burden. Closing her eyes, she let a single tear slip down her cheek and she whispered silently words no one would understand in this land of metal and stone, saying once more words that no one heard. The memories were always strongest in the moments after sleep and she held them close to her there in the bare comforts of home. Only in these shadows could she almost see the ones who once and still owned her heart.

Straightening up, she pulled herself together. Gloves with the fingers half cut off covered the ring and the bag was once more tucked safely into her deep pocket. There were places calling out for her and she headed out again. 

As the hidden door shut little brown beings scuttled out and neatened up the cubby. There wasn’t much they could do for her, but they made sure that anything that could be used against her was swept away and they burned each hair that they found. No dark user of magic would ever find something to cast a curse on their charge. She might not be sure they existed, but she was the last guardian in a dying world and the little people knew that. One little woman stopped and polished the locket that was lying open next to a flat pillow; the faded and old photo inside of a man and a child glowed briefly to her eyes. “Poor mistress,” she whispered and gently placed it back.

***
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AFTER A REPEAT PERFORMANCE in a different subway station the day seemed to be holding its breath. She could feel something brewing, nothing that would happen this day, but soon. Her long battle was a losing one, but she still fought it with every weapon in her dwindling armory. One very generous lover of music had dropped a large bill into her cup and as always she ignored it, but gave the man a gentle smile and an extra wish for a peaceful day. She had done nothing to coax payment out of him, it was just a windfall, but she believed that generosity in the collapsing world deserved a thank you. Normally the money given to her was given out to those living hard on the streets, feeding the homeless was just another thing she could do to hold back the darkness, but the soup kitchens and churches were all dishing out soup at this time of day and she really needed something to fill her own belly. 

She took a random train, letting the music take her where it wished. The sound of the subway may have been just noise to most, but she knew better. The sounds of metal and wheels were part of the very heart and soul of the city. Closing her eyes, she sat back and enjoyed it till she felt a presence staring at her. Slitting her eyes, she looked about. Standing near the door was a figure dressed very much like an upright businessman. A fine suit, polished shoes and a hundred dollar haircut, but she could see through the disguise.  “My, what are you doing here?” she whispered in a forgotten language. At another time she would have challenged him openly, but now that was a death sentence.

The man held up two fingers, sketching out a simple warding symbol. When his little spell bounced back at him his brows raised. She let one corner of her lip lift and whistled a response to him. He staggered and covered it as a stumble when the train pulled into the station. Turning, he exited the train and quickly faded into the crowd, leaving behind a very faint discordance of fear. She was sure that word would go out that there was one last protector in the dying city. Sighing, she leaned her head against the dirty glass and hummed softly, the notes so soft that the couple sitting in the next seats could not say truthfully that she had done more than close her eyes. The car moved forward and the people sharing the car with her all relaxed unconsciously. 

******
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SHE RODE THE TRAIN for another few stops and then got off. It was too early to hit another place like last night and she did not feel a pull of discordance anywhere nearby. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath of the frosty air and then smiled. Turning, she headed off to one place where she would be accepted and even known. While she knew she should turn her steps elsewhere, she felt a tug toward a bit of peace, a chance to recharge herself before the next unseen and unacknowledged battle. The shelter might seem an odd place to relax but she had been coming there at least once a week for the years she had lived in this place. Here in the place where dreams seemed dead and gone there were those who accepted her and welcomed what she did. She stepped through a doorway and then blinked, as the room was not the shelter that she expected.

She looked about the room before she moved deeper inside. It was odd in conformation, with thirteen pillars, thirteen tables and even thirteen windows that looked out into darkness. If it wasn’t odd enough, those windows looked out to night when she just stepped from the setting sun there was something about the room that would make any user of the esoteric powers pause. Arranged so that there was no easy flow of energy, this room was not what she had expected. The sign above the door said Safe Haven in a language she knew well. Another plaque said signatory of the Peace Accords and she chuckled softly. It might not be where she planned on going, but maybe it was where she needed to be. 

Off toward the back of the room, was a small, shadowy platform with a single padded chair. It was next to a fireplace that was crackling away on this chilly night. She moved silently across the room and stretched her hands out to the flames. The half gloves that allowed her to play did not keep her hands truly warm and the heat was more than appreciated. Casting her eyes about, she smiled when she saw a familiar face behind the bar. So that was why she was brought here. 

With a sigh, she turned and slipped her great coat off, placing it over the back of the chair. Her clothing was nondescript in the shadows of the corner. A heavy sweater and dark jeans covered with a thick skirt that brushed the tops of her ankle boots. After a few breaths, she closed her eyes and reached into the pocket of the coat, pulling out the embroidered bag from earlier. The shape within seemed different this time. She reached into it and pulled out a small lap harp and softly tuning it she let her fingers flow into some old Gaelic sounding airs. 

The bartender stopped polishing the glass in his massive hands and smiled as an old song from his home filled the room. At the moment the great room was empty of customers, something that did not normally happen. Generally, the room was overflowing with a mix of races and beings, and that had been true since he had come to this city. The bard was an old friend who only rarely stopped by his establishments and had not been seen in this city before, but each time she showed she played this song for him alone. There were many requests for it, but she only played this one for him and he knew it was a memory for them both. The place it was from no longer existed in the many realms that touched this pub. The memories stirred on nights like the one outside, old and painful memories for them both. It did not matter what world they were in when the Memory winds blew, she came to ease them, had always come. Turning to his grill, he quickly put together a basket of food rarely seen in his establishment. A quick fry of fish and chips and he pulled out the pot he keep especially for her visits. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter two
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As the song ended, the final notes drifting to stillness, a door opened and a tall figure stomped his way inside, shaking the snow from the coat that covered his shoulders.  Sean nodded to the Guardian and then picked up the tray, stepping from behind the bar. He brought the food and pot of a delicately scented tea over the musician, before returning to his accustomed place behind the bar.

Harry stood bemused. Did he really just see Sean out from behind the bar, carrying what looked like fish and tea to a shadowy figure by the fire? Something was odd here, for in all the years since this pub had appeared in his city, he had never seen Sean step out from behind the long wooden bar. He dispensed food and drink that came from some shadowy place behind him, but the customer had to come up to pick up their orders. Harry tried to come down to Undertown more often in the winter since it generally was warmer underground and of course he found this place well worth a visit.  Something tugged him out of a warm bed and to the pub tonight though. He felt an energy entering his city that he had not felt before. As if a doorway had opened between one place and the next and he did what he always did, he followed his nose. He might not be a magic user per say, but he relied on his instincts to tell him when he might be needed.

“Who’s the Harper?” he asked Sean, after carefully making sure that the snow from his walk did not mess the floor. It was odd how this place could be reached from almost any doorway topside. Most places you had to go to the gateway and then walk the halls till you reached it, but Safe Haven was a simple door away and that door moved about the city. He never had trouble finding the sigil-marked door. It was as if the place knew he needed to be there and it popped up in a place with easy access, just for him. He had talked to others in the know and they said the same, Safe Haven knew when you needed it or were needed inside. If you were needed inside, then it would bring you there from any doorway.

He could just hear a soft, rich woman’s voice blending with the notes. The words were too soft to really hear from where he was standing, but he could feel something relaxing inside. Memories of a gentler time, of rest and peace, filled him, mind and heart. He blinked before taking a closer look. He sensed magic in use, not magic like he was used to feeling. It was incredibly subtle.  He started to take a step when he felt a hand on his shoulder, stopping him before he could. Turning, he faced Sean.

“Leave her be, Harry.” Sean put a tray in the Guardian’s hands. “She has my permission.”

Harry was puzzled at both the amount of words all at once from the normally monosyllabic barman and the fact that the musicker was able to perform magic inside of Sean’s, with Sean’s permission. The fact that magic was being done here was what set Harry back. Normally this pub was one of the few places in the city above and below where no magic could be performed. Between the Safe Haven designation and the fact that Sean seemed to be able to stop any and all magic, he had never found this pub to be filled with it. As long as the magic was passive, he had no reason to take exception with it of course. A puzzle yeah, but then he was ever curious and a puzzle was one of his favorite things. It would be too easy to ask after all. He picked a table near the musician, but not directly in front of her. Putting the tray down, he did his best to study her without seeming to study her. Or at least he hoped it did not seem like he was. Just how had she gotten around the wards set up to strongly suppress magic? 

Harry smiled as Seara and Jackson joined him at his table. A simple night out was what they had suggested to him after he had healed up. The battle in the tunnels had taken more out of him than he had been willing to let on to anyone. The tensions in the city had risen yet again and the River Maiden had decided that her man and the Guardian needed some time to relax. Normally Harry tried to avoid dinner with couples, but he had come to like Seara over the fall and winter.

He looked about the room, trying not to stare at the minstrel. Sitting closer to the fire was an old friend that sometimes returned to his city. James was an interesting man, a true to goodness Knight of the Church. His blonde hair and beard were heavily streaked with Grey and he had retired a few weeks back from actively fighting the good fight. The cane that rested against his table was more than it seemed, but the carefully folded end of his sleeve made Harry wince. He had heard that the knight had lost a hand, but had not believed it. As far as Harry could tell it was not his dominate hand, but still losing a part of yourself was hard. It happened both in James’ line of work and his own. He was very glad that as luck would have it all the wounds he has sustained had been recoverable. Being without a hand would be more than difficult as a Guardian. He nodded and smiled when James waved to him. After he finished his dinner he would need to have a chat with his old classmate. Hard to believe that they both went to the same school back when they were boys.

****
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JESSALIN SIGHED AS she finished her dinner and held the thin cup between her palms. Sean still had the tea set that belonged to his long lost wife. Delicate porcelain that had somehow survived the ending of two worlds and the loss of its mistress; the delicate porcelain was painted with flowers that she had not seen since. The subtle scent that rose with the steam filled her mind with memories of a golden afternoon when she had shared this self same cup of tea with a man lost. Even through the half gloves she still wore the heat stole through her. She had not expected to deal with a Guardian when she stepped through the doorway here. She only rarely got a chance to come here and relive a little of her long gone home. She and Sean shared a history that would surprise many of those who frequented his pub.  Once they had traveled together, he with his wife and she with her family. They traveled and shared music, tea and laughter, but that world was no more. They couldn’t play their songs any longer in safety. The music she shared with the bar keep was just for the two who remembered.

Placing the cup down delicately, she slid the harp back into the bag and with a little bit of sleight of hand; she pulled out a more modern guitar. Slowly she moved into music that was more appropriate for her building audience. This world might be different than the one she had intended to be in, but the music was mostly the same, only the names were different. She had walked streets of one of the larger of the cities on this world and learned the music in the secret ways of her calling. The people here did not know what she was and did not need to know. They only needed a chance to relax their burdens for an hour or so. Besides Sean, there was one other who she had dealt with before. The big Knight, though retired since she had last seen him, still had the glow of one who had a Purpose. His God still watched over him and she was pleased to see that the heavy mantle he used to carry about was no longer weighing down the broad shoulders. Her Sight, while difficult at times, told her much about the people she came in contact with. She briefly smiled as she pulled a song from her memory just for him. Something simple yet filled with meaning for the gentle warrior.

The Knight was guardian of the path between worlds. She had spent time with him on a quest not long ago, before he lost his hand. He had actually taken her to this place the first time, but in another world. Meeting Sean again after so many years had eased a burden she had carried for too long. It was odd how this tavern existed both in the old city that she currently lived in and this newer city. She had slipped out of the underground tunnels once, having lost the music that was both her guide and her curse. She had stepped out to see a bright and clean, young city filled with people who had no clue what lived around and amongst them. If she had not been so needed in the old city that she currently called home, she would have gladly packed up her few belongings and moved here, but her fate was to ease the souls of those touched by the darkness that had devoured too many worlds. She stayed as long as the music told her she should. She sighed with memories of both where she had to return and of the Knight who was nodding with the song she played.

She usually let the music pick itself, playing what was needed by the inner dwelling voice, but she changed it subtly, softly playing a song that he inspired. She modulated down to a less martial tone, as he was now just a good man who loved his family and friends. Peace was played for him who had earned it and somehow had survived to have it.

***
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“HARRY, STOP STARING.” Seara’s voice brought his attention back to his friends.

.

“Did you see that?” Harry wasn’t sure he had. The harp had gone into a tiny embroidered bag and then a guitar had come out of it. He had been told that bags of holding were just a fictional thing, but what else could it be? 

“See what?” Seara asked smiling as the song shifted into an old folk song. The finger work was soft and the contralto voice took her back to the old country, before she had been brought here.

“Yes, what Harry?” Jackson started to hum along with a song that was older than he was. 

Harry once again started to say something, but he paused. The gentle notes drifted by and he could smell the forest and swear he was breathing in the crisp mountain air. Looking about he tensed up, not sure if one of the courts was in the room, but it was not the right feel. This was a human magic, not Fae. “I’m not sure.”

“Relax, Harry. Enjoy the music and the food.” Sean was at his elbow with three more bottles of his ale and a big bowl of something crispy. Harry looked up to see a pleading look in Sean’s eyes. Against his better intentions, he nodded and sat back, thanking Sean for the crisps.

Taking a handful, he popped one into his mouth and blinked. They weren’t the usual potato chip that he expected. Sean made what he called crisps from time to time and they were a true treat, but these were something entirely different, like something a fancy chef would make. They were delicate and sweet, quickly melting on the tongue and leaving behind a memory of sunlight.  “Whoa, Sean these are...”

“Amazing,” finished Jackson for him. Sean smiled and nodded. 

“A touch of home.” the big man said before heading back behind the bar.

The friends continued to eat and drink, listening to the music. A few others drifted in, called by the soft magic. Harry settled in and watched the woman play, keeping his senses sharp. As the door opened to let in a couple of local witches, he spotted a sparkle and flutter of wings near the ceiling. He was used to seeing the tiny Fae, the sprites and others, but the delicate airy beings who slipped in and settled on the beams above the singer where new to him.
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