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      ONCE UPON A FUTURE-TIME, in a city of steel, concrete, and Magick, a wicked queen trapped a mighty warrior with a curse ...

      In the tiny village of Somer, far from the city, Cherie knows nothing of the evil spell. Her home is a safe Magickal place. The Fae travel freely along its roads, Magickal humans and animals are welcome, and everyone is hidden from the Queen’s sight by Jack Frost, the local ghost, who blurs the Queen’s mirror with snow and ice.

      But when Jack’s spell begins to crack, the Queen’s eyes fall on Somer. Nothing will keep her from abducting all of Somer’s Magickals, not even a war with the Fae.

      To avert a war, save her village—and herself—Cherie strikes a perilous bargain. Aided only by Jack and her own small Magick, she’ll set off on a quest … If she fails, she’ll lose more than her life.

      A retelling of Snow White with Urban Magick, plenty of folklore, a Princess Charming, and a touch of romance. Perfect for fans of Naomi Novik’s Uprooted and Spinning Silver.
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        Mirror, Mirror on the wall,

        Have I all the Magickals?

        My Queen you control all I see

        But there are places unknown to me

        Look you to the land of snow

        That is where I cannot go
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        * * *

      

      Pain screamed up Cherie’s arm and shoulder, and she was flung against the bus with teeth-rattling force, breath rushing out of her, knees going weak from the shock of it.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” the driver asked. There was the click of a safety, and something metal and cold was pressed against her temple. It was not so cold as the charm Nnenne had given to her, and the cold of its Magickal warning of danger biting at her throat.

      He shook her, rattling her teeth again, wrenching her arm higher.

      Think, think, think … Cherie told herself. But she couldn’t formulate anything in the haze of pain.

      “Did you hear somethin’?” the driver’s companion asked.

      The driver’s hold slackened, and with it, the veil of Cherie’s agony and fear.

      “You’re imagining things,” the driver replied.

      The charm’s Magickal cold became like a lance, shooting through Cherie’s layers of clothing. She knew with sudden, crystal-clear clarity, there was something more dangerous than the driver and his friend out there. Something more dangerous than the Queen and her guard chasing her. Something more dangerous than the cold and thickly falling snow. Cherie forgot to be afraid of the man holding a pistol to her temple, even forgot her pain. “Have to get away,” she whispered, trying to warn the man who had trapped her, who was hurting her. She could bargain with the two of them later, convince them she was Magickal and could help them … or something … to keep them from harming her, but they had to get away, now.

      Mistaking her meaning, the driver wrenched her arm, making her cry out. Yanking her away from the bus, he hissed, “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Back to them, standing in the headlight beams, the other man said, “I’m sure I heard somethin’.”

      There was a murmur in the night, like that of a gentle breeze, a sort of sigh, and then a thud. The charm on Cherie’s neck made her chest feel as though it had turned to ice, and she screamed.

      The driver shook her. “Be still now, girl! Bobby, get over here.”

      Cherie whimpered, but not with pain. The driver pushed her toward the front of the bus, using her body as a shield. “Bobby? Bobby, what the hell are you foolin’?”

      Cherie bit her lip, the cold spreading from her charm to her limbs. They rounded the front of the vehicle, and in the headlights’ glow, she saw what looked like a bundle of rags with a man’s lower torso and legs protruding from beneath it. A shadowy stain was slowly spreading across the snow like spilled ink.

      It was the driver’s turn to whimper. “What?”

      And suddenly the heap of rags had eyes that were human but shone in the night and a bloodstained maw for a mouth. The pistol left Cherie’s temple. Shots rang out, leaving her right ear ringing.

      The driver flung Cherie aside, and she found herself staring down at “Bobby” without the bundle of rags covering him. His shotgun was bent and useless. His eyes were wide open, and his throat was a deep red-brown gash in the headlights. The stain in the snow bloomed around him, crimson where the lights touched it.

      Cherie’s heart stopped. For a moment time seemed to halt, too. Only the snow moved, fluttering and sparkling through the headlight beams.

      The whole horrible day flashed through Cherie’s mind. When it had begun, it had almost been … normal. She swallowed.

      They’d warned her she’d face monsters.
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        * * *

      

      It could almost have been any other morning. Ember lights flickered faintly above Cherie as she entered the grocer. From outside came the muffled sound of cars and trucks splashing through slush. The morning was storm dark, but the Ember lights’ Magick glow burnished the wood floor and shelves with a warm, orange hue.

      Stomping off her boots, inhaling the familiar scents of garlic and old wood, she reminded herself why she’d come. Food. Jack had told her she had to eat, even if she didn’t feel like it. Usually, she loved coming to Natalie and Frank’s grocery. It was where the town came to congregate—so much so that Frank had set up a diner in the back, because, “If they are going to stay and chat, they can at least buy a coffee, too.” But she didn’t want to see anyone today. She was exhausted. Relieved. And ashamed of being relieved. Ducking her head, she moved through the aisles, Ember lights flickering faintly in her wake. In the produce section, Cherie heard her grandmother, her Nnenne’s voice, in her head. “Always eat your fruits and vegetables, the fresher the better.” Cherie swallowed. She was never going to hear Nnenne’s voice again, and even the lone pint of strawberries held no appeal.

      She almost dropped her bag and left, but then from the back of the store came Natalie's voice. “Cherie!”

      The store was only a few dozen paces end to end, and there was no escaping. She wanted to disappear. The thought was so alien that for a moment she froze. It was like she was watching herself from the outside, and she didn’t recognize the person she was seeing. Cherie loved her neighbors, she loved her town, and she never hid from anyone.

      She straightened, tried to smile, and failed.

      Wiping her hand on her apron, Natalie approached her, the lines in her forehead etched deeper with care. “Jack told us. Oh, honey, I’m sorry.”

      Natalie looked so solid, so real. She wasn’t Magickal, and the lights didn’t flicker for her.

      “I …” Cherie wanted to cry but couldn’t.

      Natalie put her hands on Cherie's shoulders and said, “The whole county is going to miss her.” There were tears standing in the other woman’s eyes. Cherie should cry, too, but it seemed like she’d cried for weeks and weeks, and she’d been cried out. She nodded numbly, and Natalie pulled her in for a hug.

      “Tell Cherie to come eat!” Frank shouted from the back, in the same tone you’d expect someone to say, “Hey, ya cheatin’ me!”

      Pushing a curling wisp of gray hair behind her ear, Natalie took Cherie’s arm. “He’s from New York, what can you do?”

      Frank wasn’t really from New York. His people had come from that way after the Change, when Magick and Ember had swept over the world and the old electric technologies had failed. But Somer County wasn’t particularly cosmopolitan, and most families had lived here forever—like Cherie’s great-great-grandfather’s family, the Shaws, had. Where your grandparents were from was where you were from. Of course, Nnenne had come from a place farther than New York, back when dragons didn’t hunt the skies and sea serpents didn’t swim in the oceans. That was before the Change, so it counted as forever. Also, Nnenne wasn’t loud.

      “Come now.” Natalie gave her a soft tug. Cherie was too exhausted to resist, and the real Cherie—who loved people and company—wouldn’t have resisted, so she let Natalie lead her to the back.

      Frank was behind the diner counter, salt-and-pepper hair partially covered by a white cap, his face red from the heat of the stove. Scowling, he set a plate down with so much force Cherie was surprised it didn’t crack. “You need to eat!”

      Her lips twitched in an almost-smile. Frank being loud and overbearing was normal … but Nnenne was gone, and nothing would ever be normal again. She gulped, but her eyes stayed dry.

      A shadow emerged across the counter. Cherie blinked at a mouse, his bewhiskered nose twitching in her direction. A Magickal light on the table flickered madly beside him, like a candle in a stiff breeze.

      “Even Ghengis Khan says you should eat,” Frank said.

      Ghengis Khan, the mouse, stood up on his hind legs, motes of ambient Ember sparkling around him like a halo.

      “See!” declared Frank. “Pick him up; he’s worried about you!”

      Ghengis Khan was adorable, but not normally a friendly mouse to anyone but Nefertiti, the cat next door. He was too busy surveying and expanding his kingdom, keeping other mice away, and, according to Frank and Natalie, keeping away evil Magick of all kinds.

      “Go on,” said Frank. “I know Ghengis.”

      Natalie gave Cherie a nudge. Cherie held out a hand, and the mouse scampered into it. For the first time she could remember, he was still and allowed her to stroke him between the ears. He was warm, tiny, incredibly soft, and fragile—and Cherie slid onto a stool and finally wept.

      Natalie patted her shoulder. “There, there, let it all out.”

      “We’re real sorry, Cherie,” Frank said.

      For a while, the world was a blur with her tears, but then Ghengis began to squirm. She put him down and wiped her eyes. Frank pushed the plate toward her. “Mr. Frost had me make this for you, and he’ll probably freeze our pipes if I don’t make you eat it.”

      Frank knew Jack couldn’t freeze things.

      From behind Frank came the sound of Jack clearing his throat.

      Natalie tsked, but from the front of the store came the sound of the bell, and she went off calling, “Ms. Starling!”

      Chortling at his own wit, Frank moved down the counter, revealing the mirror behind him. Instead of her reflection, Cherie saw Jack, staring down at her with his arms crossed, his expression unreadable, a snowstorm, dark as the one in Somer, swirling behind him.

      Jack was the most handsome man Cherie knew, if you counted a Magickal reflection of a ghost as a man. He was lean with broad shoulders, had high cheekbones, and a strong jaw. His eyes were startlingly blue in his pale face, framed by jet black hair. He wore the armor of one of the Vampire Hunters from the war, and it was form fitting, with the faint luminance of Ember. Once upon a time, just looking at Jack would warm her to her bones, and she would have been thrilled to have him paying attention to her. But since her grandmother had gotten sick, Jack could have been anyone.

      Uncrossing his arms, Jack sighed. “You haven’t eaten since yesterday’s breakfast. Eat, Cherie.”

      She stared at him. Nothing. She felt nothing.

      “Your grandmother would want you to,” he said.

      She glared. He glared right back. Her lip began to tremble, not because of Jack’s nagging, but because Nnenne would have wanted her to eat. Picking up a knife and fork, Cherie attacked the croissant, sawing off a piece and shoving it in her mouth. It was still warm, the cheese inside still gooey. The taste of butter and tang of the cheddar exploded on her tongue, and suddenly she was devouring the meal, barely noticing Frank nodding in approval and setting some juice beside her.

      She didn’t look at Jack. No need for the nagging ghost to feel triumph.

      Wiping down a glass, Frank lifted his chin to the front of the store. “Snow this late in the season. Huh.”

      It wasn’t a particularly late snow for Somer County. Somer was the highest village in Pennsylvania, and even before the Change, the town records had snow falling and accumulating in June. There’d been over a dozen March snows in Cherie’s memory, but she nodded politely and turned to the snowy scene just in time to see Mr. Ottis, the postmaster, bursting through the door. An instant later, he was exclaiming, “Did you hear the news? The Queen is recruiting in Somer County.”

      Cherie froze, not sure if she’d heard correctly, but the postmaster continued, “Hear Her eyes are seeing this far north now. They’ll be taking any promisin’ kid who’s fourteen or more.”

      The hair on the back of Cherie’s neck rose. She looked in alarm at Jack. Gaze on Ottis, Jack narrowed his eyes and muttered, “She hasn’t seen through my mirrors.” That was how the Queen found you from down in the Southern Cities of the United Magickal States; she saw you in reflections.

      “Will they be taking Magickal animals, too?” Natalie asked, and Frank scooped up Ghengis with a glare in Ottis’s direction.

      Ottis huffed. “No one will want your Magickal mouse.”

      Nostrils flaring, Frank kissed Ghengis on the head. Smooth as a water drop, the mouse wove out of his grip and up his shoulder. Puffing out his fur, he raised his tail and joined Frank in glaring at Ottis.

      Cherie was certain they’d never take Ghengis; his size made him hard to catch. She doubted they’d take Missy’s cat, Nefertiti, either. Cats, Magickal or not, were hard to control. Nor would they take the other wild Magickal animals around town, or the Brownies that had settled into some of the houses. But would the mayor’s dog Chance be safe, Iben the donkey, or Roxie the cow? They were all terribly useful. She gulped. She’d heard of donkeys being used to carry ammunition under fire and dogs to find Ember bombs.

      Ms. Starling said, “Why should they call us to their wretched war? They do nothing for us. There are Fae constantly harassing unwary travelers on our roads and will-o’-wisps lighting up our forests.”

      Cherie shifted nervously. The Fae weren’t constantly harassing travelers, although they frequently used the roads. But they weren’t so bad. There were other Old Magickals that were worse: harpies, griffons, and anger eaters from Italian and Greek lore; djinns from Arabia; giant serpents and angry ghosts from everywhere … Her friend Geoff had a theory that the Fae near Somer kept the nastier things at bay. They did, on occasion, cause trouble, especially for strangers, but not constantly.

      Giving the counter a vicious wipe, Frank said under his breath, “Queen wants our Magickals ‘cause the war is going badly.”

      “There are still vamps in Mexico,” Mr. Ottis said. “A vamp anywhere is a threat to everyone everywhere.”

      Frank grumbled, “More like the Southern Cities want Mexican Ember.”

      Cherie glanced at the Ember light above her, and it winked faintly in response. Ember made non-Magickal things Magickal: cars and lights and telephones, everything. It noticed people and animals who were Magickal. People like Cherie, even though she was too weak to have a particular talent. She wasn’t like Lydia, who was thin as a whip and only average height, but was the strongest person in Somer County, and probably further.

      Cherie glanced at Ms. Starling. The woman’s lips were pinched. She was good friends with Lydia’s mom. Lydia wouldn’t mind going south to join the war effort. She’d planned to anyway, but her mom had made her promise to finish high school first.

      As if reading Cherie’s thoughts, Mr. Ottis said, “That lass Lydia is sure to be picked. She’ll bring great honor to this town, mark my words!”

      Cherie noted he didn’t mention Cillian or her. Maybe Ottis thought she was too weak, but everyone knew Cillian was Magickally strong. Cillian’s talent was charm, but he could do so many other things as well: start fires and end them, make ice, create will-o’-wisp lights, and more. But then Ottis probably didn’t think Cillian could bring “honor” to Somer. Still … she glanced at the mirror and mouthed Cillian’s name. Jack met her eyes, nodded, and disappeared in a blast of snow. With Jack gone, the mirror showed her own reflection, but faintly, as though she were looking into a window that was dark on the other side. Even in the dim view, there were circles under her eyes, and her hair was unkempt. She looked away.

      “Lydia’s only fifteen,” Ms. Starling replied. “She’s too young.”

      Cherie was twenty. Her nails bit into her palms. She couldn’t claim youth as an excuse. They couldn’t want her; her Magick was weak and barely useful.

      “Nonsense,” said Mr. Ottis. “You’re never too young for fame and fortune!”

      Clucking her tongue, Ms. Starling pretended to study some strawberries.

      Ottis looked around the shop. Cherie ducked her head before he’d made eye contact, but she saw him waving out of the corner of her eye. “I need to go,” she blurted. She needed to feel cold air, even if it was tinged by soot and the spent Ember from the traffic on Main Street.

      Frank picked up her plate. She reached into her pocket. “How much?”

      “Put it away,” Frank rumbled.

      “At least let me pay for my gro⁠—”

      “Put it away,” Frank said again, tossing a box across the counter in her direction. He scowled. “The strawberries and oranges you didn’t finish.”

      “But—”

      Natalie’s soft, cool fingers were on Cherie’s hand a moment later. “You think we’ve forgotten what you did when our granddaughter was born?”

      Cherie hadn’t done anything. Her grandmother had delivered that baby that terrible night three years ago. Cherie had only been there to help, as she’d been doing in her grandmother’s clinic since she was a girl, holding hands when children got their shots, or talking about nonsense when Nnenne mended bones. Delivering a breech birth baby with an umbilical cord wrapped around her neck had been the first real medical procedure Cherie had attended. But all she’d done was hold their daughter’s hand. Her grandmother said Cherie had a knack for helping people forget about pain and strife … Cherie wasn’t sure she could do even that anymore. The last few days, it seemed her grandmother had never not been in pain … until she was beyond pain completely.

      Her stomach knotted, and she felt like she couldn’t breathe. She was off of her chair before she knew it, already backing away. Natalie hugged her before she could escape, and then pushed the box of fruit into her hands. “Go now,” she said.

      Mumbling woefully inadequate thanks, Cherie ducked her head and did. Giving a timid wave to Mr. Ottis, she pushed through the door with its garland of garlic and painted silver symbols to ward off evil. There hadn’t been a vampire spotted in Pennsylvania in over a hundred years, and evil things and mean spirited Fae tended to avoid Somer, but Frank and Natalie didn’t take any chances with their customers’ safety, even though they swore by Ghengis.

      The cold she’d craved hit her in a blast. She looked up at the flakes, falling at a dizzying rate. The snow, soot, and spent Ember hid the rolling mountains and hills that ringed the town. Shoving her free hand in her pocket, Cherie headed for home. She cut through Memorial Park with its statues commemorating Somer’s veterans of the Old Wars and the Ember light sphere that commemorated the veterans of the more recent Vampire War. The sphere sat atop a pole of steel and silver. It should have been a bright beacon, but its light was soft and dim in the tumbling snow. On the other side of the park, she passed the butcher and the dry goods store.

      All the shops had silvery wards painted on their windows. The recruiters would laugh at them; Southerners always did, but Nnenne said that the symbols worked, even for non-Magickals. Cherie bit her lip. Nnenne also said, “The symbols aren’t a failsafe. They only protect from Magickal creatures wishing to do harm. There are plenty of people without Magick that cause evil enough, and some Magickals bring evil thinking they’re bringing salvation.”

      Cherie shivered. The recruiters were coming for Magickals even in Somer County, to take them to “fame and fortune.” Cherie’s great-great-grandfather and Lydia’s father might have enjoyed fame and fortune for a while after their recruitment, but neither survived in service longer than a year. Lydia’s father hadn’t lived to see nineteen.

      In her pocket, her nails bit into her palms. She hoped that Jack found Cillian. Her lips turned down …

      … and then Cillian would flee, and Jack would try to assist him, slipping further and further away from the mirrors of Somer.

      … and then she’d probably never see Jack or Cillian again.
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      Contrary to popular belief, Jack wasn’t a ghost. He was imprisoned in a dream.

      He couldn’t escape, but one of the advantages of dreams was that you could shape them. Jack had built a house within his prison. The house sheltered him from the storms of his thoughts and gave order to the surreality of his dream. His house had many rooms, and in the rooms, he’d put mirrors. His stepmother had taught him how to look through mirrors in the real world, and he’d found, in the dream world, the trick still worked … most of the time. He wasn’t fully in control. As in “real” dreams where he could fly one moment and was earthbound the next, in his prison the mirrors sometimes fogged over or shattered. Sometimes a person on the other side would break the mirror. Sometimes, a Magickal would see him and try to control him. In those times, Jack drew back behind a veil of snow. His powers of cold and storms never left him, at least on his side of the mirrors.

      His vision into the real world wasn’t reliable—or maybe it was more accurate to say dreams weren’t reliable. His view warped and wavered, he was forgetful, he lost track of time, and he had trouble returning to the same place more than once … until he’d accidentally found himself peering through a mirror into the village of Somer, and a bubbly five-year-old girl had seen him and asked, “Are you haunting our house?”

      “No,” he’d replied in that first encounter. He’d sounded surprised even to himself. His tone should have been sharp, or at least foreboding and authoritative. He was a powerful Magickal, a leader, a warrior, and a slayer of vampires—or at least, he had been.

      She grinned and said, “Then you are a friendly ghost! Would you like to join my tea party?” He blinked, took in the room she was in, and mistook it for a library. The walls surrounding the cozy sitting area were packed with books. He blinked again and found the child had placed a tiny porcelain teacup on the mantle below him. Spinning, curls bouncing, she issued an ear-splitting holler. “Nnenne, we have a friendly ghost!”

      “Nnenne” was Igbo for grandmother, though he hadn’t known that then. But he recognized that the woman who entered the room an instant later, eyes flashing, was the child’s kin. Although the child was of indeterminate ethnicity, and Nnenne's skin was a rich mahogany and, at a glance, she was of African descent, they had the same wide set, slightly hooded eyes, and their lips were the same shape. Beyond those, the similarities ended. The girl’s skin was a light tan, her hair fell in loose gold curls, and her face was not as classically shaped. Her grandmother’s hair was tightly coiled, white and short, haloing her doll-like features. Most noticeably, the ambient Ember in the room crackled about the old woman; the girl’s glow was very faint.

      “What are you doing in my house?” the woman asked him crossly.

      Ignoring her grandmother’s understandable ire, the girl smiled, cheeks dimpling. “This is my Nnenne,” she volunteered proudly. “She is over two hundred years old. She came before the Change in an aero-plane.”

      “That can’t be …” he replied, confused. She looked much younger, and was the girl implying that the Change had been over two hundred years ago? In Jack’s reckoning, it had only been decades. He hadn’t suspected until then that he’d lost track of time in his prison, and that centuries had flown by seemingly in hours.

      “It’s ‘cause she’s a doctor! A real doctor, from Harbard Medical School,” the girl explained, bouncing on her toes. “She is Magick, and she understands telo-mirrors and nutrishun.” She added in a schoolmarmish tone, “You probably don’t know what those are.”

      “I was born before the Change, too,” Jack had replied, eyes riveted to Nnenne’s. She still appeared suspicious, with a protective hand on the girl’s shoulder, but she didn’t demand he leave.

      Nodding sagaciously, the girl said, “But you died and now are a ghost.”

      It was close enough to the truth. He wasn’t quite dead, but the condition he was in wasn’t one they could remedy, and he wanted to talk to her grandmother. Talking to anyone, so long as they didn’t try to do something ridiculous like demand wishes of him, was an anchor to sanity. He bowed. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I was passing through, and your granddaughter invited me to tea.”

      At that, Nnenne sighed. “She does that.”

      “I have the best tea parties,” the girl declared, bobbing her head. She frowned. “But today my other friends can’t come. It’s wonderful that you can stay … mister … What is your name?”

      In that instant, he forgot his name, as sometimes happened in dreams. “I’m called Jack Frost,” he replied. It was only a nickname, given to him as a child, when his Magick manifested in frosting drinks and dew-damp leaves. It was the name of a mostly harmless sprite—he was harmless in his prison.

      “I am Cherie,” said the girl, bouncing again. “And this is Nnenne.”

      Sighing, Nnenne said, “You may call me Dr. Anna. If you have nowhere else to go, you’re welcome to stay.”

      And he had. Dr. Anna became a friend after that simple offer of tea.

      Cherie soon introduced him to the entire town, and perhaps it was Doctor Anna’s recommendation, or the enthusiasm of a child, but wonder of wonders, they accepted him as their resident “ghost.”  For some, the acceptance was grudging … Still, that he was tolerated at all was exceptional. In most places beyond the enclaves of power in the Magickal States, Magickals were not welcome, unless they were there to slay monsters.

      Jack wondered if it was the high level of ambient Ember in Somer’s air that made them obliging toward Magick. The town certainly attracted a fair number of Magickal beings. Somer tolerated them, sometimes even loved them.

      In return for their acceptance, Jack fogged Somer’s mirror with snow, hiding their Magickals from the Queen’s eyes, and he covered their mutterings against the regime with the wail of wind.

      One of the local Magickals Somer accepted was Cillian. One day Cillian might be foolhardy, ambitious, clever, idealistic, and Magickally strong enough to set Jack and his people free … A tiny voice whispered on the breeze that swept through his mind, “But if you’re freed, you’ll still have to deal with the Queen.”

      Jack silenced the breeze with a thought. The possibility of freedom was still too remote to contemplate its dangers. For it to be even remotely possible, Cillian needed to not get sucked into the Queen’s orbit. That could be dangerous for what was left of Jack’s people, Somer’s populace, and Cillian himself. And the boy still needed to learn. To do that, he needed to not die.

      Each home in Somer had a corresponding room in Jack’s house. Jack’s house wasn’t to scale, but it was somewhat orientated as the town was. Cillian and his mother occupied a lonely cottage at the west edge of town. Their room was connected to the rest of Jack’s house by a corridor lined with windows. Jack tried to keep them closed and curtained at all times, lest he be distracted by the storm of his thoughts outside. It would have been better for there to be no hallway, and no windows, but Jack didn’t seem to have the concentration to manage that feat. It was a reminder that he wasn’t completely the master of himself.

      He was halfway down the hallway after hearing Ottis’s pronouncement—the hallway seemed especially long; the landscape and architecture of dreams was always changing—when a blast of wind erupted behind him. He turned back to see the curtains of one of the windows billowing inward—it had been opened in the seconds since he’d passed it.

      It was not good to allow such a chink in his fortress. Returning to the offending window, he couldn’t block out the sight of the world outside—it was a blizzard world with drifting snow in every direction. Closing his eyes, he braced his hands on the sill … and heard a woman’s voice, light and lilting, “Who creates the storm I think I know, let me see through his veil of snow.”

      It had been over a century since the curse had trapped Jack and all his people in sleep. For a moment, a heartbeat, a long breath, Jack didn’t recognize the woman who had cursed his people. But then he did, and every hair on the back of his neck stood on end. His lip curled, and he focused his Magick on a rebuttal. “Wicked Queen, you cursed us, but you’ll curse no others. Your cynical designs don’t become you … Mother.”

      Rhymes weren’t necessary for Magick to work, but they focused the mind, and focus gave Magick power. The window slammed shut, and an industrial steel shutter materialized in thin air and slammed over it.

      Backing away, Jack made sure the window was truly closed. He heard no more of her voice. The only noise was that of his own storm raging outside.

      She had never been to Somer. That she was coming now … it had to be related to Dr. Anna’s death. Spinning, Jack ran down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Jack wasn’t sure how long it took him to reach the Joneses’ house. Dreams, even one as carefully managed as Jack’s dream of Somer, ran on their own twisted version of time. It might have been seconds, or it might have been hours when he reached the room that reflected the house that belonged to Cillian and his mother, Samantha.

      The Joneses had the smallest house, and it occupied the smallest room. If Jack spread his arms, he could touch either side. There was a water stain on one wall that Jack could not will away, a reflection of their leaking roof. There was only one mirror to Cillian’s side, cracked into four distinct panes. One of the top two panes looked into Cillian’s room, and since it was early morning—or had been—Jack knocked on that one first. There was no answer, nor any other incriminating noises. He wiped a hole in the frost and peered through. The bed was empty but unmade. That meant nothing; Cillian rarely made his bed. Still, the house seemed eerily quiet. Jack dropped his gaze to a trapezoidal shard of glass that was one of the bottom panes. He removed the frost and looked past an ornament on a bookshelf to a living room with a sagging threadbare sofa. He could see no one, even pressing his face to the glass, and peering side to side. In a last-ditch effort, he lifted his head to the second largest pane that looked out through the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. He knocked, announced himself, and when there was no reply, he swept away the frost, closed his eyes, called out, “Cillian, are you there?” and held his breath. Samantha Jones didn’t shout and throw something at the medicine cabinet. Cillian didn’t grumble about being watched while he took a piss. Opening his eyes, Jack peered through the grimy cabinet door on the other side. The sink and bathtub faucets were dripping, possibly in an effort to keep the pipes from freezing, but there was no sign of Cillian or his mother.

      Jack pondered the matter. He could search the entire town, or he could go to the person most likely to know where Cillian was. He strode from the Joneses’ room to the room that looked into the house of Mayor Evans. The walls of this room were covered in gray-blue silk wallpaper with a faint fleur de lis pattern. There was a chandelier with sparkling lights that blended with occasional snowflakes that fell from the ceiling, and a bookshelf filled with tomes on astronomy, chemistry, physics, and magickology. There were many mirrors; Jack went to the largest … and hesitated. The Evanses had always been welcoming, but as Dr. Anna had reached the final stage in her illness, the attitude toward Magickals in Somer had been starting to change for the worse. Jaw tightening, he knocked anyway. His shoulders loosened when he heard, “Come in, Jack.”

      Wiping away the accumulated frost, Jack found Mr. and Mrs. Evans in their study, sitting at desks opposite one another, mugs of steaming coffee and accounting books before them. There was a bay window with a view over evergreen shrubs, a birdfeeder hosting brilliant red cardinals, and a lawn dotted with trees that descended into what Cherie called, “The best sledding hill in Somer.” Within the room, bookshelves lined the walls, and gold lettered spines of encyclopedias shone in the fire light. It was a room that wouldn’t have been out of place in Dr. Anna’s house, although the furniture was plusher and the scale grander.

      The couple were a picture of what friendly domesticity and public service were supposed to look like. Both were in their late forties. Mr. Evans was pale and rounded, with bright blue eyes below straight blond hair turning to white. Mrs. Evans was trim, her skin a deep tan, her hair hanging in long, ash brown curls, turning to gray. They had always been polite toward him and solicited his opinion on town matters, particularly the Fae. They’d welcome him to instruct their son and Cillian, “practically their adopted son,” on history and Magick. Now, Jack found himself hesitating, afraid of how his news would affect them.

      Rising from his desk, Mr. Evans wore an expression of sympathy. Tucking her cardigan around her, Mrs. Evans stood, too. “Jack, we heard about Dr. Anna; we’re so sorry.”

      Mr. Evans added, “Whole town’s going to miss her, but …”

      “Dr. Anna was a special friend to you,” Mrs. Evans finished.

      Dr. Anna was Jack’s friend. Or had been. He hadn’t confessed the nature of his curse, nor had she pressed, but she’d shared with him all knowledge she had of Magickal comas. She’d taught him about the local Magick lore: the power of wards and symbols even when drawn by non-Magickals, and she’d taught him the power of names. Through her, he’d learned that the people of Somer calling him Jack Frost attached his nickname and its implications to him more firmly. All things unknown when he’d first been cursed. Though their Magick was very different, Dr. Anna had been his Magickal equal. Although perhaps he was flattering himself thinking that. Maybe when he’d been free, he’d been her equal. Now … he was a ghost in a mirror.

      He wasn’t sure he could classify what he had with Cherie as friendship. Their relationship was … complicated. But because of his friendship with Dr. Anna, when she’d asked Jack to look after Cherie, he had, even knowing it was unhealthy for Cherie, and maybe for him. “Her mooning over a ghost,” Dr. Anna had said, “is not as bad as her caring for me alone.” Whether Dr. Anna had been wise or foolish, he still wasn’t sure.

      The Evanses were waiting for him. “Yes, I … I was there.” Not that Dr. Anna had recognized him in the end. She hadn’t even recognized Cherie. When Dr. Anna had first admitted that she had cancer, she’d said blithely, “Well, I’m going to pay for dodging the bullet for over two centuries.” A bullet would have been a mercy.

      Outside, the wind howled, and snow spattered against the windows.

      Mrs. Evans put a hand to her throat. “It’s not just that.”

      “No,” Jack admitted, and he told them about Ottis’s announcement.

      “No one under fourteen,” Mr. Evans whispered. “That’s a mercy. Ruth and Tommy will be spared.”

      Jack wasn’t sure how much he trusted that mercy. Ruth’s parents had come from the South because it was common to take Magickal children away from non-Magickal parents much earlier. He would go to those families as soon as he was done here.

      Despite her brave words, Mrs. Evans put her hand to her mouth and began to cry.

      “Mom, don’t cry.” The voice was their son Geoff’s, out of Jack’s line of sight. He entered the study moments later. Geoff wasn’t Magickal; ambient Ember did not dance around him. However, he was a hard worker, hungry for knowledge, and interested in every subject under the sun. He already showed promise as a technomage. Dr. Anna had adored the boy. So did Cherie. Which shouldn’t bother Jack but did.

      Geoff turned to the mirror. “Would you let Cillian know?” He flushed, glanced at his mother, and then back to Jack. “He’s with Audrey.”

      For a moment, Jack was confused. “I thought Audrey was⁠—”

      Geoff winced. Mr. Evans cleared his throat. For a moment, exasperation overwhelmed Mrs. Evans's sadness, and she muttered, “That boy!”

      Married to Roger Hughes. “Right. I’ll check the Hughes place,” Jack said.

      Pulling away from the mirror, he heard Mrs. Evans take a deep breath, as though restraining a sob. Geoff had been accepted to a few Southern schools but had always planned to leave with Cillian if the Queen’s agents ever came to Somer. Jack had believed it was with his parents’ blessing. Geoff said, “Mom, you lived down there. You didn’t want me to go South—” And then the boy’s voice grew faint behind him.
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        * * *

      

      At the mirror that looked into the Hugheses’ living room, Jack caught Cillian creeping to the doors on his tiptoes, shoes in one hand, coat thrown over a shoulder, ambient Ember whipping around him. Cillian looked at the mirror, hissed, “Don’t judge,” and then scowled. “Did you watch?”

      “I’m not judging.” A lie. “I didn’t watch and never do.” The truth. “The Queen is sending recruiters to Somer.” The point.

      Cillian’s eyes widened. “Thanks,” he said.

      “Go to⁠—”

      “Geoff’s,” Cillian finished. He took a few steps, and then looked up at Jack. “Is uh … my mom home?” he asked.

      “No,” said Jack.

      “Yeah.” Cillian rolled his eyes, but his shoulders fell as he headed for the door.

      Samantha Jones had been there for her son for eighteen years; that she wasn’t there now said nothing of her character. Cillian himself wasn’t home.

      Jack shook his head. Something Cherie had said came to mind. “‘Cillian expects to leave home, but have it frozen in amber behind him, his mother with it.’”

      There wasn’t much that Jack could do. There was never much he could do. Spinning, he left the mirror in a flurry of snowflakes.
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      Cherie ran up the steps of her grandmother’s rambling English Tudor. One of her neighbors had already shoveled for her. She opened the door carved with the normal symbols to ward off evil along with a triquetra and a ram. The Welsh triquetra was in her grandfather’s honor. The ram was a symbol of Amadioha, an Igbo deity of thunder and lightning, and protector against undetected criminals. Amadioha was to honor the folklore of Cherie’s grandmother. Neither had protected her in the end.

      Still … Cherie’s hand went to her throat. Around her neck she wore a charm in the same design of Amadioha’s ram. It had been her grandmother’s until almost the end. Her grandmother had pressed it into Cherie’s hands when she was still bright and lucid … that had been weeks ago.

      Pushing aside the memory, Cherie opened the door and stepped into a foyer lined with pictures of people she’d never known—her parents and extended family. Nnenne’s children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and great-great-grandchildren had emigrated south for opportunities in the new cities. Cherie resembled all of them and none of them. Like most of the Southern people, their faces were more varied than the ones in Somer—East Asian, South American, African, and European. Somer was almost exclusively ethnically Northern European and had been since long before the Change.

      Just inside the door, in the gaze of her ancestors, she paused out of habit, trying to be quiet in case her grandmother had managed to slip into some precious, painless sleep. The same habit sent her gaze to the mirror by the door. For a while, before Nnenne got sick, Jack had always been in the mirror when she entered the house. In a brief time when she thought there could have been more between them, he would have greeted her with a sly wink, and she would have fumbled fast with a compact mirror, desperate to take him somewhere private, beyond the eyes and ears of her grandmother. He’d visit her in any mirror; all she had to do was speak his name. They’d talked about everything and nothing. For a short while, she would have called him her best friend and more … but then he’d broken off whatever fragile thing they’d had, and no longer came when she called.

      When Nnenne got sick, he’d haunted the house again, but it had been different. No long talks, no gazes that made her flush with heat, no fingers pressed against the mirror with Ember, warmth, and more flowing between them. After Nnenne got sick, and he came back, he didn’t feel like a friend. More like a witness.

      Now he wasn’t even that. There was the stormscape and her own reflection. No Jack.

      … because Nnenne was dead, Cillian was leaving, and Jack would leave, too. Again. Her stomach felt so hollow she thought she might throw up.

      Skin heating, she kicked off her boots and dropped her keys into the tray on the foyer cabinet with too much force, trying to crush the silence. Once the house had been filled with the voices of guests. But lately … Her shoulders tensed, her imagination conjuring Nnenne’s voice. In the last days, Nnenne had called out a lot to her husband Ben, dead so long ago, and then more and more frequently to “Andrew.”

      Benjamin Shaw had been Nnenne’s husband. Cherie didn’t know who Andrew was. She shivered, because the house was cold and because of the memory.

      Cherie had spent Nnenne’s last days sleeping beside her. When her grandmother had woken, Cherie had used her Magick to take the pain away. Toward the end, her Magick had never seemed like enough.

      It had been weeks since they’d had their last real conversation. Her nails bit her palms, remembering Nnenne sighing that day, sinking into the pillows, a tear on her cheek, bright against her skin dulled by illness. “Cherie … I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Cherie had asked, even though she knew Nnenne hated Cherie having to watch her suffer.

      Her grandmother lifted a brow, a familiar look that said she knew Cherie knew exactly what she was talking about. It was so like Nnenne’s normal self, Cherie had actually laughed.

      “What’s funny?” her grandmother asked, and Cherie could only shake her head.

      Nnenne sighed. “You’ve only brought me joy, and I⁠—”

      “You’re lying,” Cherie replied. “I cause you a lot of trouble.” And she remembered inviting all her neighbor playmates and their parents over for a tea party to meet Jack Frost without consulting Nnenne.

      “It was good trouble,” Nnenne answered. “You brought me out of myself.”

      Cherie stared at her feet. That party had been one of many. Her grandmother used to grumble sometimes that, as a doctor, she already saw more of people than she wanted to—but she also never forbade Cherie’s frequent gatherings. In fact, she’d become a “co-conspirator” in those endeavors. Cherie liked to cook—with Nnenne—and play hostess, decorate the house, and bring the people from around town together, young and old, rich and poor, farmers and the mayor, people of different faiths. Decorating and art weren’t her talents; her friend Missy was better at both. Cooking wasn’t her talent; Frank was better at it, and Mrs. Evans, the mayor’s wife, was a better hostess. Parties weren’t Cherie’s talent. Cillian’s parties were “the best.” Something outrageous always happened. The mayor always had the “most important people” over, but when people came to Cherie and her grandmother’s house, they always seemed happy. Conversation buzzed along with music on their windup record player.

      They hadn’t had a party in almost a year.

      “You give me peace,” Nnenne said in that last conversation, and Cherie thought of all the mishaps in the house—broken glasses, a broken lamp, a lasagna that crashed on the floor, and the couch that broke when too many people sat on it, Red Rebel, the Magickal squirrel that had invited himself in through a hole in the screen, soon followed by the Magickal owl …

      Nnenne insisted, “You’re a natural peacekeeper, Cherie.”

      Cherie supposed she could give peace of nerves and make pain go away, for a while. Nnenne had taught her a lot of the craft of medicine, but Cherie wasn’t as good at it. Nnenne’s patients, until just recently, had always gotten better. She could seal deep wounds with a touch, and they never got infected, mothers never died in childbirth, babies were healthy, cancer was unheard of … until Nnenne got it. People in the village of Somer died of old age, from one breath to the next.

      Cherie’s fingers fluttered at the edge of her sweater. Magick people usually had one particular talent, but they could learn to do other things. Cherie had studied, and cajoled Geoff, the smartest boy in Somer even if he wasn’t Magickal, to help Cillian and her find a cure, Magickal or otherwise. Annette, Geoff’s girlfriend, also not Magickal, but the smartest girl in town, had helped. But no matter how hard they’d studied, or what they’d tried, they hadn’t been able to find a cure or make Nnenne better.

      “Sometimes death is peace,” Nnenne said the day of that last conversation.

      “Shh … Nnenne⁠—”

      Nnenne snapped, “There’s a lot I haven’t told you. A lot I need to tell you.”

      It sounded too much like she was saying goodbye. “No, Nnenne, you told me everything I need.” And that was true. Cherie wasn’t a real doctor. She didn’t have a medical degree like Nnenne, but she could set bones, sew stitches, and deliver babies. She also knew a lot of herbal medicine. Harvard, where Nnenne had gotten her degree before the Change—or the Breakdown, or the Mixup, or whatever people liked to call it—hadn’t taught that, but Nnenne had taught herself and then taught Cherie.

      Nnenne grabbed her hand. “No, listen, Cherie, some things I was afraid to tell you. If you repeated them, it would get you in trouble. Like telling Lydia your true last name.”

      Cherie flushed. She’d been a bit tipsy and told Lydia that her last name was Shaw, and it was an Ellis Island misinterpretation of the Welsh word for “red.” In the Provinces, you didn’t tell anyone your full name, and you tried to keep as many bits and pieces of it as possible private. Cherie’s grandmother went by her maiden name or first name; she was Doctor Atuegbu or Dr. Anna. Few knew that she had accepted her husband’s last name, Shaw, too, and no one but Cherie knew that her real first name was Adanna. It was regular to add to your name—all the better to confuse the Fae or a Magickal human meaning to do you harm. Cherie’s entire name, original and additions, was Charmaine Min Peacekeeper Atuegbu Shaw. "Peacekeeper" was given to her by her teachers because Cherie had made peace between two cliques that were being horrible to each other and making things horrible for everyone. Nnenne had made it official by writing it in silver ink on a blank page in the back of her bible. She’d then torn it out, tossed it in fire, and said a prayer in the language of the Igbo, which Cherie had sworn Nnenne had also claimed she’d forgotten.

      “Cherie,” Nnenne wheezed. “I can’t fight with you. Listen, please. You know about the Vampire War after the Change.”

      Everyone did. Those decades were taught in school. People didn’t blink one day and find everything electronic broken. It came in gentle waves at first, and in those first gentle waves, some people and animals slowly became Magickal. Nnenne began not to need X-rays, MRIs, CT scans, or the hundreds of other tests, she just knew what was wrong with people. And then she began to know when the tumors were malignant, and when they were benign. Gradually, she was able to coax the body's own immune system to remove them. Later, she could calm overly agitated immune cells, and convince them not to flood lungs with cytokines, or trigger complacent cells to attack invaders.

      Her grandfather, an engineering geologist, stopped needing to use a computer for calculations, and he could feel fault lines beneath his feet. As he became Magickal, he knew when Pennsylvania’s mines were going to collapse. Later, he could sense veins of Ember.

      At the same time her grandparents were becoming more useful, some people were rising from the dead. If they were old, they gradually de-aged. If they were scarred, they healed. They remained noticeably themselves, but a long crooked nose became a long straight nose, thin lips became perfectly balanced. They became, over time, mesmerizingly beautiful, charming, strong, swift, and almost immortal. They rose to prominence in entertainment and, eventually, politics. The price was human blood.

      “You heard.” Nnenne coughed. “Vampires demanded blood sacrifices.”

      Cherie remembered the bile rising in her throat. “Orgies of blood sacrifices,” she’d heard it described by Cillian.

      “That is all true …”

      And it had only ended when the Magickals had risen and led the ordinary people against them. “Nnenne, you don’t have to tell me this. We learn it at school.” She’d rather talk about Ghengis and his hopeless love for Nefertiti, and how the mouse would take morsels of cheese to the cat.

      “I can’t fight you, Cherie. Listen, please. It was all true, and true that vampires loved Magickals’ blood most of all, but—” She broke off in a coughing fit. “Not …”

      “Nnenne, you need something to drink.”

      Nnenne’s hand had closed tightly around Cherie’s. “Sometimes …”

      “I’ll get you water,” said Cherie. She ran into the bathroom, wishing her grandmother hadn’t hurt herself trying to tell Cherie something everyone knew. Nnenne did know things about vampires that weren't common knowledge: that stakes through the heart were only temporary, and things about genetics and the environment, and the delicate interplay of both in the living, ordinary and Magickal, and in the undead.

      Cherie returned with the water. Nnenne took a sip, but it was obvious she was trying not to cough … the cough she contained, the moan of pain that ended in a whimper she did not. Cherie fell to her knees and grasped her grandmother’s hand. With ambient Ember in the air, everyone always had Ember in their bodies, in every single cell, according to Nnenne, but only Magickal people and animals could use it. Cherie wasn’t very Magickal and needed every last molecule she could get. Bowing over Nnenne’s hand, Cherie closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to pull as much Ember within herself as she could. And then she called on the new Ember in her lungs and the Ember residing deep inside her, and willed Nnenne’s rapidly firing nerves into peacefulness and quiet.

      When she looked up, dizzy and gasping, Nnenne was already asleep.

      Soft pattering on the window drew Cherie back to the present. She looked outside. The snow had turned to rain.

      That conversation with her grandmother had never been finished. She told herself it didn’t matter.
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      It was only after visiting Mr. and Mrs. Fischer, the parents of Magickal Ruth and her Magickal sister, “Golly”, and Magickal Tommy’s family, that Jack entered the room in his prison that looked into Dr. Anna and Cherie’s house. He paused and let out a breath in a frosty cloud. On his side, it was a room crammed with books: books on every mythology that belonged to Cherie and her grandmother, medical journals and non-fiction that were mostly Dr. Anna’s, and novels that were mostly Cherie’s. They had all been read to him at one time or other. The two women had the mistaken idea that he was a bookworm and a natural scholar. He was not. He was simply very bored, and almost anything that was not his own mind’s churning was a relief. Every cranny in the room had a mirror. On their side was a quintessential country doctor’s house: large, and nothing like impoverished, but not opulent. Dr. Anna was often paid in eggs, cheese, or trade.

      He swallowed. She had been paid in trade.

      Snow whipped around him. Dr. Anna was gone, and as bad as that was for him, it was worse for Cherie. He had to be there for Cherie for Anna … His stomach knotted. And when Cherie was safe, he had to let her go again. He could not let her waste her life and love on a ghost.

      He had vantages to every room except Cherie’s and Anna’s bedrooms and the bathrooms … Although, more recently, Dr. Anna had put a mirror in her room, so that Cherie didn’t have to be there all the time. It hardly had been necessary; Cherie had barely left it.

      He didn’t go to that mirror now.

      He went to the one that overlooked the breakfast nook, knocked, and got no answer. He peered in. Cherie wasn’t in that particular room, but the ambient Ember in the place sparkled a little more than it did everywhere in the strange village of Somer. Cherie didn’t create a sharp halo like her grandmother or Cillian; instead, she existed in a fainter cloud of it that was weaker, yet spread farther. Dr. Anna said that Cherie’s Magick was focused outward, not inward, and that was the cause for the “diffusion.” Jack thought the villagers were right, that Cherie’s Magick just wasn’t very strong. Her only talent, if she had one, seemed to be a certain … peace … a pleasantness.

      That had been strong enough to tie him to the village …

      But that tie was to Anna’s Magick … and if pleasantness had tied him too tightly to Cherie, that was because he was lonely and lost, and maybe after a life of war, he wanted a little … pleasantness.

      None of that mattered. Anna was gone and Cillian was leaving. Without the two strongest Magickals in the town as an anchor, his view of the place would grow hazier. If Cherie fled with Cillian and Geoff, he would probably lose her to one of them.

      He reminded himself that she deserved a life in the real world.

      Roaming between mirrors, he knocked, and then peered into the living room, the library, and the guest room. He began to worry, afraid she was somewhere huddled up and alone, crying. He moved more and more quickly, his knocks shorter and more perfunctory, his sense of his ineffectualness and helplessness growing.

      Retracing his steps, he found her in the library, on her knees, half-hidden behind the arm of the sofa. Raised in a place where outdoor pastimes were the norm, Cherie had always been the picture of health, but she’d lost weight in the last few weeks. She was tall, but at the moment her shoulders were hunched, and her body bowed. The loose curls that crowned her head, light brown now, verging on dark blond in the summer, hung limp. Her gold skin that appeared sun kissed even in winter was marred by dark circles beneath her eyes. Her grandmother, who’d raised her since birth, was dead. She hadn’t slept, not really, in days.

      “Cherie …” he whispered, wishing he could offer more than his voice.

      He expected sobs; instead, not turning from whatever she was doing, she said in a business-like tone, “Find Cillian?”

      “Yes.”

      Holding a slip of paper before her eyes, she said, “Good.” With a jerky movement, she tossed the slip aside, bent out of his view, and reappeared again with a scrapbook. She flipped through a few pages, scowled, and began flipping at a more furious pace.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, gently, because he knew what she was really doing. He’d seen enough of death and its aftermath to recognize the jerky movements and focus. She was avoiding her thoughts of Nnenne’s death and fear of the Queen’s agents.

      “Who is Andrew?” she asked. “Do you know?”

      It took a moment to place the name as the one Dr. Anna had called for in the past few weeks. “I don’t.”  Cherie knew that. She’d asked him before. “I knew your grandmother for fewer years than you did.”

      “She didn’t tell you?” Cherie demanded, attention still on the scrapbook.

      “No,” Jack replied. Dr. Anna had lived on her own in Somer for over a century before Cherie had been born. Dr. Anna was a beautiful woman even in old age. It wasn’t hard to imagine she’d had a lover.

      “You were friends with her,” Cherie muttered. “Better friends with her than you were with me.”

      It was grief talking. The trouble was, Cherie and he had become something more than friends. It wouldn’t have happened in his former life. He admired the beauty of young women, but he avoided romantic attachments to them. He didn’t want someone he could manipulate. But his feelings had snuck up on him. When they’d met, Cherie had been a real child, and he’d barely noticed her. He didn’t dislike children; he just found them uninteresting. But at some point, he’d looked through the mirror, and Cherie was no longer a child. She wasn’t afraid of him, she didn’t begrudge his presence, and she wasn’t overly awed by him. He was older than her. It was his fault she had developed a crush. His fault she’d been hurt … He’d hurt, too.

      In the present, Cherie demanded again, “Did. You. Know. Andrew?”

      He’d been fading, being drawn from her reality into the rambling maze of his mind.

      She was tired. She was grieving. He kept his voice calm. “No, Cherie, she never told me about him.”

      Tossing the scrapbook aside, Cherie half moaned, half shouted, “Why didn’t she tell me? Wasn’t I her friend? Or was I only a child to her too?”

      Cherie wasn’t a child to Jack, which was the problem.

      Kneeling beside the scrapbook, Cherie wrapped her arms around herself. Jack reached out to the glass, and then dropped his hand. “Cherie, I miss her, too.” Cherie didn’t move or seem to have heard.

      “You deserve time to grieve, and you need to sleep, but you don’t have time. You need to get ready to leave. The Fischers have already left.” He’d gone to warn the Fischers, the parents of Magickal Ruth and Golly, the golem playmate she’d created, just after finding Cillian. As he suspected, they hadn’t trusted Ottis’s pronouncements that no one under fourteen would be taken. He hadn’t suspected how quickly they were ready to go. They asked if Cherie was prepared to leave, offering to take her, but when Jack had said she’d need a day to prepare, they’d said they couldn’t wait, they couldn’t risk the Queen getting hold of Ruth or Golly.

      Cherie rose from the floor and glared at him, her face crumpled in a look of unmitigated rage. He’d seen that look only once before.

      “You get to decide what’s best for me?” she demanded.

      She’d said those words before, too.

      “Cherie, this is different. This isn’t about⁠—”

      “Us?” she asked.

      “There isn’t an us,” Jack replied. “There never was.” As the last left his lips, he instantly regretted it. Cherie paced toward the mirror. “Every day. Every day you were in my life, and then one day you just left—” She held up her hand before he could protest. “And don’t say it isn’t true. Seeing you in the company of other people isn’t the same.”

      It wasn’t the same. It was safer. “We’ve been through this⁠—”

      “You come back into my life because my grandmother is dying. You came back for her, and now you think you have the right to order me around?”

      “I am not trying to order you around. I am trying to save your life!”

      “You’ve told me over and over I can’t save you, but you can save me?” Cherie jabbed her finger against the mirror. He followed it with hungry eyes and almost pressed his fingers to the glass, craving the connection, even if it was through the glass, even if she meant it only in fury. That craving had caused her pain before. Snapping his hands behind his back, Jack explained, again, “Trying to save me would be your death!” He flung out his hands in exasperation, and from his fingertips flew sluagh, the crimson-black birds that were the devourers of souls. Their long, curved beaks clacked in laughter. They filled the space between him and the mirror, oozing into his dream like ink onto paper, obscuring his view of Cherie.

      His dream disintegrated, and he was alone, outside, in swiftly falling snow, no sluagh or his house in sight. His voice still echoed, and it was only then he realized he’d been shouting.
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        * * *

      

      Clouds of vicious-looking black birds filled the mirror. They weren’t ravens or crows; their feet were too hand-like, the attached nails too long, curved, and red. Their feathers turned to crimson at their tips, and their beaks were curved like birds of prey, with wicked serrated edges. Cherie backed away. The beady, glowing red eye of one of the birds fell upon her, and it flew at the mirror.

      Cherie gasped and dove behind the arm of the sofa.

      “Pretty, pretty, soul! I will eat you all up!” Laughing, it collided with the mirror and gave a shriek of rage. Cherie dared to look over the sofa, just in time for it to scrape its beak along the glass with an ear-splitting screech. She threw her hands to her ears. Other birds shouted, “Let me try, let me try!” There was a great flapping of wings, screeching, a squawk, and then silence.

      Grabbing a poker from the fireplace, Cherie approached the mirror. Scratches marred its surface. There had been a handful of times that she’d seen other ghosts in the mirrors. A woman she was sure was Jack’s sister, but every time Cherie tried to say hello, she vanished like smoke. And there was a brown rat, who once or twice had stood on his hind paws adjusting a tiny bow tie, muttering, “Have to look respectable. Can’t look like you carry the Black Death, Nimm!” When Cherie had assured him he did look respectable, he didn’t hear and ran off. This was the first time she’d been seen. She touched the glass and found it unnaturally cold—that was not unusual—but the claw and beak scratches weren’t normal. She swallowed. She recognized the birds from the mythology books Nnenne had insisted she study; they were sluagh, soul eaters, from Irish myths. Had Jack’s soul been captured by sluagh? Was that why he was a ghost?

      Was he really a ghost or even dead? She knew a lot about Jack. She knew his mother was one of the first to die by vampire. She knew his father had moved to the South with his stepmother and had died while Jack was deployed. He’d had a powerful Magickal fiancé named Bianca, and a friend named Nevin who wasn’t Magickal at all. Bianca had been killed by vampires, as had his friend Nevin. Cherie knew about his childhood at the beginning of the Change, and knew he had a half-sister, Mizuki, who’d survived the wars. He was very close to her—or had been. Cherie knew nothing about how Jack died, or even if he had died. Nnenne said he was more likely cursed. Ghosts tended to be trapped near their place of death, and Jack certainly wasn’t from Somer. With the armor he wore, most people assumed he died a violent death in the Vampire War. Jack always said he wasn’t much more than a pencil pusher in that conflict. Sheriff Easterman, himself a veteran of the more recent war with Mexico, always said, “That not wanting to talk about it shows he’s seen real action.”

      “Trying to save me would be your death!” Jack had just said.

      Which led Cherie to believe there was some way for him to escape his curse, but he didn’t think Cherie was capable of rescuing him. He was such an arrogant, bossy … she growled and considered throwing the scrapbook at the mirror, but Nnenne’s voice whispered in her memory. “Just because someone is disagreeable doesn’t mean they are wrong.”

      She closed her eyes.

      From the front door came a familiar pound. She didn’t need to look to know who it was, but as she passed the front window, instead of seeing Cillian’s motorcycle, she saw Lucky, Geoff’s pickup truck. Her footsteps picked up speed.

      When she threw open the door, her heart sank. Lounging beneath the awning was not Geoff, but Cillian, Somer’s golden boy—at least in the literal sense. Ambient Ember was sparkling along the blond locks curling above his eyes. Two years younger than Cherie, Cillian was nearly a foot taller and ten years more confident. That came with the magic of charm, Nnenne said.

      Cillian pulled away from the wall. “You look like the undead!”

      Sometimes his charm-talent went on the fritz.

      “Thank you, Cillian,” Cherie replied.

      Color came to his cheeks, and he bent over and picked up a parcel and glass milk jug at his feet. “Looks like your neighbors left you some things.”

      Cherie blinked. They had. She recognized Mr. Brown’s handwriting on a card on the parcel that was probably soup. The milk would be from the Smiths’ Magickal cow, Roxie, and would never go bad. She held out her hands, but Cillian pushed past her. “I’ll bring them in. You look like you could eat something.” He kicked off his shoes and went to the kitchen. “Did you hear the news about the recruitment?”

      Sighing, she shut the door and followed him. “I did.”

      “I’m not staying. They’re not getting me.”

      Cherie exhaled. “I’m … glad.” And she was. No matter how annoying Cillian was, she didn’t want him to die. He didn’t always use his Magickal charm ethically, but she always got the feeling that he didn’t mean to be unethical. He didn’t seem to chase women, human and possibly Fae, so much as they chased him.

      “Are you going to hole up with your cousins up north for a few days?” Cherie asked.

      “Nah.” He went to the cupboard where the pans were kept. Cillian had long ago learned to make himself at home in any kitchen. He was constantly hungry and feeding him was a village project. “I’m going to Canada.”

      “Canada?” Cherie gasped. It was so far. If he went, the chances of him coming back were … she gulped. Non-existent. The thought made her unaccountably sad. Cherie didn’t know how to categorize Cillian. She didn’t trust him precisely, but he was part of Somer, part of her town, and him leaving unraveled something in the community fabric. Even if he was the troublemaker, maybe every community needed one. She massaged her temple. “How will you do that? On your motorbike?”

      The look he gave her told her how idiotic he thought the question was. “We’re going in Lucky and taking Chance.” Turning to the stove, he lit a match and turned on the gas.

      “Lucky won’t drive for you,” Cherie protested. Lucky was powered by Ember, and the thing about Ember powered machines was that after a while, the Ember got into their gears and gave them, if not precisely sentience, definitely personality. Lucky was a very old truck and had a lot of personality. It would tolerate Cillian, but not without Geoff.

      “Didn’t you hear me? Geoff’s coming with me.” He set the pan on the stove and stirred.

      Belatedly, Cherie realized he’d said, “We.” She rubbed her eyes, dry from lack of sleep. “Why so far?”

      “Because Magickals and technomages are welcomed in Quebec,” Cillian said.

      Cherie looked through the foyer, to the window in the front door. She could just see Lucky’s flatbed. Geoff had pieced the truck together from abandoned parts, some of them so old they weren’t Magickal, but he’d made them work. Mr. Ottis had called it sorcery and a dangerous eyesore.

      Massaging the tension from her brow, Cherie whispered, “You’re welcome here.”

      Inclining his head, Cillian regarded her, his eyes soft, almost pitying. She hated it when he did that. He looked caring and wise. He could care, but Cillian was one of the least wise people she knew. Wisdom rarely got you a back full of buckshot from a cuckolded husband or had a Fae lord pacing the county limits promising that if you ever poked your nose into Fairy again, he’d turn you into a pig. Cillian swore the last was a complete misunderstanding. Confront him about it, and he’d say he’d never purposely open a portal into Fairy. Who would?

      Cillian would. When they were children, Cherie had watched and waited with bated breath as he’d opened one such portal and then, with other children, followed him over. Even though he was younger than her, she’d been under his sway, if not in love with him, like everyone else. They’d gotten so terrified after what they’d done, they’d all—even Cillian—charged back home, screaming.

      He was still staring. “What?” Cherie asked.

      Cillian briefly touched the three entwined triangles at his neck. It was a Valknut, the symbol of Odin, the Norse “warrior-wizard” king. Odin was the model Cillian aspired to—learned and wise, but also skilled in warfare. Odin had suffered a great deal for his wisdom. Cherie didn’t think Cillian had suffered, buckshot and angry Fae husbands notwithstanding. She was a little afraid of him and for him.

      She blinked. Ambient Ember was gathering more thickly around Cillian. Cherie saw it as a faint halo around his head, a sparkle of light at the tips of his fingers, and a flash of his eyes. She steeled herself and prepared for his charm.

      “You know, Cherie,” he said softly. “Magickals are not wanted most places.”

      “What are you talking about?” Cherie said. “Everyone loves you, despite all the trouble you cause.” Even the Fischers had forgiven him for coaxing the then five-year-old Magickal Ruth into creating a golem. It hadn’t been the wisest thing, considering the destruction at least one legendary golem had caused, but Ruth hadn’t wanted a powerful protector. She’d wanted a playmate, and since the intention hadn’t been violence, even of the protective sort, the results hadn’t been violent. Also, the results were smaller and cute. Little “Golly” was a member of the community. Mr. and Mrs. Fischer were glad she’d been created, since they’d had Ruth late and weren’t able to have any more children.

      “I’m loved in Somer.” Cillian took a step toward her. “Just like you, Ruth, Golly, Tommy, Lydia, Chance, Ghengis, Roxie, and Nefertiti … even Eben.”

      “I’m sure your cousins would⁠—”

      “No,” Cillian said, “they wouldn’t take me in. I make them uncomfortable. I make some people uncomfortable here.”

      Cherie sighed. “I’m sorry, but that is on you, Cillian.” Golly may have turned out okay, but it had been dangerous, as had been trying to lead them off to Fairy, and there was a reason he had buckshot in his shoulder, and that reason was married.

      Cillian smiled. “Point taken.” His face became serious. “But they’re also uncomfortable around you.”

      She wanted that to be true. That would be the perfect excuse for her foolishly falling for a man in a mirror. But that was only her wishful thinking. “That isn’t true, Cillian.”

      “They love you,” Cillian persisted. “They do, but they are uncomfortable around you.”

      Cherie started to protest, but Cillian held up a finger, so close to her face her eyes crossed. “Have you ever been kissed, Cherie?”

      Not in the real world. She flushed. “That’s not⁠—”

      Cillian dipped his chin. “Relevant? Of course it is. People are afraid of us, and that is proof.”

      “How can it be proof when you kiss everyone?” Cherie said.

      His face got very serious and ambient Ember sizzled in the air around him. “Women like a man with aspirations.”

      He was so close that the words whispered across her forehead in a soft breeze, and she breathed in the ambient Ember he gathered about him. It tasted vaguely of ozone, pine, and Fairy. Everyone wanted to kiss Cillian … shouldn’t she? Because that was what he was getting ready to do, wasn’t it? She’d seen that look once before through a mirror …

      A tiny part of her brain, traitor or savior, whispered that not everyone wanted to kiss Cillian. He’d once tried to kiss Annette, the smartest girl in town, and she’d slapped him. Debbie Smith, who wasn’t very smart but terribly sweet and in love with the farmer who owned Roxie, hadn’t fallen for him, either. Love and brains protected someone from Cillian, Nnenne said, even if they didn’t have Magick.

      Cherie had no love, and she wasn’t as smart as Annette. Cillian closed the distance between them. She felt numb, no butterflies, and no heat, like she’d once felt staring into a looking glass, but she swore the ambient Ember that danced around him was pulling him toward her like gravity, and like in a bad dream, she couldn’t get away.
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        * * *

      

      It was easy to get lost in dreams. Dreams didn’t respect time or place. They were the worst types of maze, the maze of the mind. Thrown from his carefully constructed Somer House, Jack turned in place, willing the storm to stop, or at least slow, but the snow only fell more fiercely.

      He didn’t know how long he’d been there. It felt like days.

      How had he gotten here?

      By telling Cherie she could not rescue him, which was only the truth. Cherie couldn’t come to him because he had never told her where in her world he was. He hadn’t told anyone. There was no one in Somer who was strong enough to fight the sluagh or the sleep. Why had the sluagh come into his dream? Was the spell weakening? Or had his subconscious summoned the birds, trying to warn Cherie of the danger she would face?

      Whatever the reason, the sluagh had come, and Jack was lost in a storm. He was no longer the master of his dreams.

      Raising his head, hands curling into fists, he gave a shout into the nothingness.

      The nothingness answered with a howl … and then a bark.

      Jack spun in place. “Chance?”

      Another bark, to his left and behind him, and the sound of paws on metal. Jack plowed through the snow. “Chance!”

      There was a whine, and through the veil of snow, Jack saw a snow drift. A gust of wind blew snow away, and he was looking at a snow sculpture of a pickup truck. Running to an icy side view mirror, Jack rubbed his hand against the glass and saw a familiar golden retriever-Irish setter mix wagging his shaggy tail. Magickal Chance was a finder and retriever of lost things.

      “Jack?” said Geoff, peeking in the mirror, smacking a stick in his hand.

      “Where are you?” Jack asked.

      “Outside Cherie’s house. Trying to give Chance some exercise before the trip.” With that, he flung the stick, and Chance leaped after it in a red-gold blur.

      “How long has it been since we last spoke?” Jack asked.

      “That was this morning,” Geoff replied, not surprised by the question. Ghosts weren’t expected to have a firm grip on time.

      “You’re leaving already?” Jack asked, stunned, both by how time had seemed to stretch much longer on his side, and by how quickly the boys were ready to go.

      “Yep,” said Geoff, frowning. “Been packed for a while. The Fischers convinced us it was always good to be packed.”

      Jack blinked. When he’d encountered the Fischers, they’d said, “We’re Jewish. We’ve got more than a millennia of experience being prepared to leave.”

      “You have everything?” Jack asked.

      Geoff rattled off their supplies: shotguns; Magick ammunition that would pierce a dragon, troll, or ogre’s hide; rations; camping gear; flares; and Ember to recharge Lucky’s batteries and to barter with if they needed to. Geoff finished, “I even convinced Cillian to say goodbye to his mom.” Geoff’s eyes narrowed, as though he were surveying something in the distance. “Cillian’s taking too long.”

      “Too long for what?” Jack asked.

      “To convince Cherie to come with us.” His jaw got hard, and he muttered, “He’s blowing it.” His reflection surged out of Jack’s sight.

      Jack looked beyond the mirror, willing himself to see more than snow. The wind swept by in a mournful moan, revealing a door supported by nothing. It had a Welsh triquetra and a stylized ram carved into it. Before it could vanish, Jack ran forward, yanked the handle, and rushed inside.

      He found himself in his Somer House, in the room that was Dr. Anna and Cherie’s home. His eyes went to the mirror that looked into the kitchen. Cillian was leaning over Cherie, his expression predatory—though that might be Jack’s own bias. He was a ghost jealous of the life of the living and too fond of a girl who couldn’t help his people or him. His lip curled, and two things happened simultaneously: there was a bang from the front of the house, and Cherie pushed Cillian back, though not very hard. Cillian barely budged, but her voice had strength her arms did not. “Do you realize that my grandmother died? Yesterday. The undertaker staked her in front of me.”

      Geoff was in the kitchen moments later, Chance behind him. Jerking his thumb back to the foyer, Geoff said, “The door blew open.” Geoff’s gaze cut between Cherie, looking tired and agitated, to Cillian, and to Jack last of all. Geoff rolled his eyes. Jack realized he was scowling, and his hands were balled into fists at his sides.

      Cillian put distance between himself and Cherie—her words had done what her shove couldn’t. He looked sheepish. Arms wrapped around herself, staring out the window, Cherie looked lost. Maybe she was remembering begging the undertaker for more time before the stake was planted in Dr. Anna’s heart. Magickal people could not become vampires, but all new bodies were staked, Magickal or not, whether or not the family was ready. Jack had enforced the same policy, once upon a time.

      “You’re going to Canada, too?” Cherie asked Geoff.

      “Yes,” Geoff replied. “I hope you’ll come with us.”

      Jack found himself pressing his hands against the glass. Remembering the look in Cillian’s eyes just moments ago, and the covert looks he’d seen Cherie cast at Geoff, Jack wanted to tell her not to go. He lowered his hands. It wasn’t about his jealousy; it was about her life. There were far worse people than Cillian. A muscle in his jaw twitched. And not many better than Geoff.

      Cherie picked at her sweater. “I was thinking, if I had to leave, I’d go to Maine. I have relatives there.”

      “If the Queen’s agents are serious, they’ll be watching the trains, Cherie,” Geoff said.

      Her eyes shot to Cillian. “When … if I leave. I will drive myself⁠—”

      “That’s a horrible idea.” The words burst from Jack without him thinking.

      “Gotta agree with Frosty, there,” Cillian said.

      Spinning, Cherie pointed a finger not at Cillian, but at Jack. “I’ve driven it before. My car is well warded, newer, and more reliable than Lucky⁠—”

      “It’s not smart like Lucky,” Geoff protested.

      Cherie continued. “Not every road is like I76 with its dragon, especially closer to the coasts.”

      “Where you’re more likely to run into Queen’s agents,” Jack replied, leaning toward the mirror, distantly aware that he was shouting.

      Geoff murmured, “Jack …”

      Cillian interjected, “Last time you drove to Maine, your grandmother was riding shotgun. She was powerful and⁠—”

      “Cillian, hold on,” Geoff said.

      Cillian continued, “—you’re not. You can’t travel on your own.”

      Cherie rounded on Cillian, and Jack couldn’t help but feel a twinge of satisfaction.

      Cillian jutted his thumb up the stairs. “Pack your bags, Cherie. You’re coming with us.”

      Jack’s skin heated. “Respect, Cillian.”

      “Easy,” said Geoff, laying a hand on Cillian’s shoulder. “Cherie, I know you’re hurting, but we don’t know when the Queen’s agents will arrive. We should leave now.”

      Cherie’s attention shifted to Geoff. “We just heard. We’ve got a few more days.”

      “You don’t know that,” Geoff said. “I know it’s the worst possible time⁠—”

      “You can’t defend yourself against the Queen’s recruiters,” Cillian snapped.

      “Like you could?” Cherie demanded.

      “No, he couldn’t,” Jack said, both his hands pressed against the mirror again. He didn’t remember putting them there.

      “I would have a better chance,” Cillian said, stepping closer to her.

      “If my Magick’s so weak, why would they even want me?” Cherie retorted.

      Jack stared helplessly at the scene.

      Geoff held up his hands between Cherie and Cillian.

      Cillian roared at Cherie, “They will take you, because they are the Queen’s Magick Recruiters. The ones that come for you won’t even need to be Magickal to do it. Anyone could take you!”

      Jack shouted, “Cillian!”

      A growling Chance raced into the kitchen.

      Before Jack could blink, Cillian pushed Geoff aside, hauled Cherie up onto his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and started for the door.

      “Cherie!” Geoff shouted.

      “Put her down!” Jack ordered.

      Chance lunged for Cillian’s heels, and caught the hem of his pants. With Cherie hanging limply on his back, Cillian turned and shook his leg, trying to dislodge the dog. “I’m just showing her that⁠—”

      Jack leaned further into the mirror. His body went hot, but frost exploded across the glass. Cherie’s front door burst open in a flurry of snowflakes. At the next instant, Cillian screamed and dropped Cherie to the ground. Pointing at Cherie, he shouted, “You gave me a wedgie!”

      Cherie sprang up, face as livid as Jack felt. Chance danced around her legs, growling at Cillian. Or maybe the growl was from Jack.

      Cillian roared, “Giving the Queen’s agents a wedgie is not going to work!”

      Chance barked, Jack did growl, and Geoff shouted at Cillian, “Get out of here, you overbearing ass!”

      Cillian’s jaw fell open. He blinked at Jack and then at Geoff. His body sagged. Backing toward the door, he dropped something in the key tray. “Keys to my motorbike. It’s in your garage. Hope you let it stay there. Thanks.” Turning, he stumbled outside, not bothering to close the door behind him.

      It was so quiet Jack swore he could hear the grandfather clock tick in the study. And then, in a tone that echoed Jack’s own disbelief, Cherie asked, “Does he expect me to store his motorbike in my garage?”

      Geoff rubbed the back of his neck. “Motorbikes are dangerous. His mom threatened to set it on fire if she ever got the chance. My mom repeated the same threat.”

      Jack and Cherie blinked at each other.

      Jack asked, “So he is leaving it here because …?”

      Geoff winced. “If Cherie leaves and none of us come back, he figured one of her neighbors would eventually clear it out without any preconceived malice.”

      Jack and Cherie blinked at Geoff.

      Shrugging, Geoff sighed. “It’s old enough to have personality, and he doesn’t want it to be hurt.”

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour. Jack attempted to return focus to the thing that mattered most. “Cherie, you’ve more important things to consider. You need to think rationally about their offer.”

      She met Jack’s gaze. “You’re going to make decisions for me again?”

      His skin flushed, but he held his ground. “I’m not making any⁠—”

      “Go!” Cherie shouted, and the window shrank, as though yanked away by an invisible hand.
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        * * *

      

      The front door banged open again, and frigid wind whipped into the house, carrying snowflakes with it. Chance whined.

      Geoff closed the door, and then came back to the kitchen. He hadn’t once said, “You have to come with us.”

      Cherie liked Geoff … however … “I can’t go with Cillian.” Her lip crumpled. “Don’t tell me that he isn’t a rapist, that he won’t physically hurt me. Those are true but he is dangerous.”

      She thought of the Ember that had swirled around her before the almost-kiss. Even though she hadn’t wanted to kiss him, the shove she’d given had been ineffectual. It was only her words that had made him desist. Grief was a defense against Cillian’s charm too, apparently, but for how long? He had desisted, but then he’d picked her up, so easily, and flung her over his shoulder. She saw her life with Cillian, her spirit being slowly crushed …

      It occurred to her that Geoff hadn’t responded. Hadn’t denied anything or made any apologies. He was too smart for that.

      “Aren’t you afraid that you’ll be a slave to his charm?” Cherie asked.

      “I’ve never thought his talent was charm,” Geoff said.

      “What does that mean?” Cherie asked, scratching Chance’s slightly damp fur.

      Geoff shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Cherie, I think your magic is stronger than people think.”

      She studied him. Geoff was her first crush—or rather, her second, but the first of flesh and blood. He was under Cillian’s sway like everyone else. Or was he? He’d been the only one Cillian had listened to just now. Her mind felt groggy, and she felt vaguely sick. Geoff was going to Canada with Cillian …

      “I don’t know if I should wait—” Geoff said.

      “I’m not traveling with Cillian,” Cherie said. She could feel her pulse fluttering in her neck.

      “I know,” Geoff said. “I wonder if I should travel with him now or stay for you. They will want you, Cherie.”

      Her lips parted, and her gaze snapped to him. Lots of people in town called Geoff Cillian’s shadow, but that wasn’t fair. Geoff was slightly shorter, not as broad, but no less handsome. And his mind was hungry. Maybe Nnenne and Jack had gotten her used to people like that. Cherie wasn’t an intellectual; she did well at school because it was expected, but if given a chance she’d read romance and suspense novels rather than the dry tomes of non-fiction that Nnenne, Jack, and Geoff enjoyed. But she enjoyed it when they discussed the things they read. The three of them knew something about everything, and she liked how they always made her see the world differently.

      Geoff was the first person to suggest that allowing the Fae on the county roads protected them from more dangerous creatures—not a popular opinion … at least not at first. During one of Cherie’s parties, he’d put colored pins in a map of Pennsylvania where trolls or harpies had attacked, where dragons had made their dens, and where demonic possessions, poltergeists, and others had occurred. Somer had been notably free of all such scourges.

      Cillian said it just went to show Geoff was no fun at parties. Cherie thought it had been brilliant and said so. Geoff’s father and mother, and members of the town council had thought so too, though maybe that had been the free-flowing wine and beer. Or maybe it was because Geoff had been so … non-confrontational, expounding on this “crazy idea” he had, in such a humble and excited way, that somehow everyone had bought it.

      Now Geoff was offering to take only her. To leave Cillian behind. She felt like she was floating. Her stomach twisted though, thinking of Nnenne … she still had to pick out the clothing for the viewing, and she still had to find out who Andrew was.

      “Every time a good idea comes to Somer, it starts here,” Geoff said.

      “What?” Cherie asked, feeling her train of thought slip from its proverbial rails.

      “Or at least gets discussed here.” Geoff's gaze was intent on hers. “Not every town coexists peacefully with the Fae, despite their obvious benefits. Not every town allows itself to be haunted by a ghost.”

      “Jack is friendly and helpful. Not allowing him to haunt us would be cruel and silly.” No matter how cruelly his … indecision … had hurt her. She took a breath. “Coexisting with the Fae is only logical.”

      “Logic and kindness are rare things.” Geoff rapped his hand against his side. “My father always makes a point to announce his intentions to run for office here first.”

      “He’s a very good mayor,” Cherie said, her eyes feeling dry, her mind completely missing whatever trail of thought Geoff was trying to guide her to.

      Geoff smiled proudly. “Yes, he is.” And then the smile vanished. “My parents think your talent might be cooperation … or maybe peace itself. I think they might be right.”

      It came to her attention that Geoff still hadn’t said, Let’s run away together, just you and me. Which she wanted to hear or needed to hear. It would be nice to have a crush on a real person.

      “Fat lot of good it does me,” she muttered.

      “Of course it has done you good. Magickals aren’t welcome everywhere,” Geoff said, brow furrowing. “If the Queen got you⁠—”

      “The war would end? She’d be kinder?” Cherie suggested jokingly.

      “Peace isn’t always kind,” Geoff said.

      His eyes flicked to the foyer. He was probably thinking about Cillian. They’d been bound at the hip since kindergarten. It was probably because of Geoff that Cillian did well at school; it would have been too much for his competitive spirit to have his best friend leave him behind. It was probably because of Cillian that Geoff was as accomplished in sports as he was. Cillian dragged him everywhere … Cherie thought of something her grandmother had said. “Heaven help us if the Queen got Cillian.”

      It was somewhat of an ego boost that Geoff was thinking of taking only her, but … “What about Annette?” she asked casually.

      Geoff ran a hand through his hair. “She’s not Magickal. The Queen’s spies will have no interest in her. As soon as I get settled, I’m going to send for her. She can catch the train. She won’t need to hide along the back roads.” He winced. “She wanted to get married here, but we’ll have to do it there.”

      And there it was. Cherie swallowed down a lump in her throat. “I’m happy for you,” Cherie said, trying to be. There’d been nothing between Geoff and her except friendship. Really. Her eyes slid to the mirror. She’d spent too long with a crush on somebody else. She forced her gaze down, clutching her arms to herself. “Get Cillian out of here,” she whispered.

      “Do you think that is best?” Geoff asked, too eagerly.

      “Yes,” Cherie said. “Don’t wait for me. I will drive myself, and I’ll be fine … if it even comes to that ….” What sort of good would a peacekeeper do in a war?

      “They’ll want you, Cherie.” He stared at her. “But I think you will escape.” He smiled. “If you meet an ogre or a dragon on the road, you’ll probably wind up the best of friends.”

      “Har, har …”

      Before she was ready for it, he hugged her. He hadn’t taken off his coat, and he smelled like spring and snow, and the cold of the outdoors clung to him. It was probably the only time he’d hugged her. It should have felt momentous. Instead, it was only sad. “Be careful,” she whispered.

      “I’m sorry about your grandmother,” Geoff said, pulling away, Chance wiggling to his side.

      “Me too,” said Cherie.

      “Maybe I’ll see you in Canada?” he said.

      She feigned a smile. “Maybe.”

      … And then he and Chance were gone, along with Cillian and Lucky, too. Something was broken, but Cherie wasn’t sure what it was. Her life? Her town? Her world?

      She stared at the door. She should pack. But packing felt like taking something that was broken and crushing the shards into dust. She couldn’t do it.

      And who was Andrew? The answer seemed important, like it could somehow mend the fracture in her life. Part of her whispered, “You’re trying to not think of the inevitable,” but she ignored it.

      She started toward the study, and then it occurred to her that Nnenne had never told Jack about the mysterious Andrew. It might be that she couldn’t for some reason … her brow furrowed. But why couldn’t she? Cherie couldn’t imagine her grandmother having an affair while her grandfather was alive. Maybe Andrew was a Fae? She wasn’t sure Nnenne would be ashamed of having a tryst with a Fae … although … Nnenne was very urgent in her directives that Cherie never be in debt to a Fae or to have a Fae in debt to her. “You never know how they’ll try to pay up, but it will be self-serving if you’re lucky, a curse wrapped up in a blessing if you’re not.”

      Maybe Nnenne’s frequent admonishments were the result of some painful experience, but one not wholly negative? Hence the fondness for Andrew … But what sort of Fae name was Andrew?

      Her lips pursed. Nnenne wouldn’t keep something she hid from Jack in a place where Cherie could find it. She’d have been afraid Cherie would “overshare.” So, if there was evidence, where would she keep it?

      Cherie's hand went to the charm around her neck, suddenly knowing where it was. Racing up the stairs, she ran into her grandmother’s room, carefully not looking at the bed, trying not to think of the staking, or the weeks of pain her grandmother had suffered there. She kept her eyes on the closet door, smaller than the others, with a brass knob that was older than the Change and maybe even automobiles.

      Opening it, she fell down onto her knees and reached beneath the clothes hanging neatly above. She pulled out an ashwood box, just two-hands wide, yellowed with age, the silver brackets protecting its corners and its lock mottled with tarnish. The scent of Ember came with it. She stared at the box, lifted it, and studied the lock. It looked simple, like something easy to break, although it wasn’t easy. She’d tried, much to her shame, when she was a little girl, before she’d understood privacy. Nnenne had let her play in her old dresses and raid her jewelry box. It seemed inconceivable to Cherie’s younger self that Nnenne would mind if she opened the box she’d found not in the closet, but among the eaves, in the passage that wrapped around the house there, one entrance of which was right behind this closet door. Such passages weren’t uncommon in the country houses with rooms under the slant off the roof. Protective charms could be painted or carved there and not be erased by UV light or children’s games—although that last was somewhat fanciful since the first thing any child wanted to do was know where the secret passages of any house could be entered.

      Nnenne had managed to keep the passageway hidden from Cherie until she was five and hidden the ashwood box there behind the closet wall. As soon as Cherie found the passageway, she found the box and had spent hours trying to open it before Nnenne had found out and asked her to leave her special treasure alone.

      Nnenne had moved it from the eaves to the closet then since Cherie knew about it anyway. Cherie hadn’t been able to contain her curiosity very long. She’d tried again and got found out again … and again … and again. It was only after she’d started to see Jack as handsome, and not just as an “old person” who was her grandmother’s friend, that she’d stopped wanting to know what was inside.

      It was enchanted, of course, and she needed the key.

      Her hand rose to the charm. Was it her imagination, or did it feel exceptionally warm? She slipped the necklace from her neck. The charm was a stylized ram. The chain went through an upside-down drop shape at the charm’s top. On either side of that was twisted horns. From the bottom of the drop protruded the ram’s nose. It was far too long a nose to be realistic and had toothy edges on either side of it, which Cherie had always taken to be merely an element of African design. But looking at it and the lock …

      Hesitantly, she slipped the charm into the lock. It clicked with a slight flurry of Ember, and the lid lifted. The first thing she saw was what looked like a dog’s collar. Picking the object up, she saw a tag with the name “Boxer” engraved on it. She knew about Boxer; her grandmother had told his story. He was the first dog she’d gotten with Cherie’s great-great-something grandfather, Benjamin. That had been in the days at the beginning of the Change, when vampires were still a “conspiracy theory.” The monsters were walking freely through the streets from sunset to sunrise. Boxer had sniffed out a vampire who’d tried to charm her way into the house when Nnenne was alone with her eldest child. The woman had knocked at the door, claiming car trouble, and asked to be let inside—vampires had to be invited inside, of course. Boxer had lunged through the door and bit the woman. She’d flung the dog aside, as though he’d weighed nothing, and in that moment her fangs had extended. The vampire turned back to Nnenne and roared. It was the first time Nnenne knew the conspiracies were real. She’d called 911 and grandfather on her “cell phone”—the satellites still worked then, though electrical devices on Earth had been becoming increasingly unreliable. The sheriff—a proper “good ol’ boy,” had shown up with a crossbow with stakes as ammunition. He’d believed the conspiracies. Cherie shivered at the near call of it and set Boxer’s collar aside with gentle reverence.

      Cherie returned her attention to the other contents. There were three loops of hair tied with bows—two blue, one pink—one for each of Nnenne’s children. There was a scrap of blue flannel with yellow flowers that looked vaguely familiar. Picking it up, Cherie’s eyes misted. It was a corner of the blanket she’d carried until she was three.

      Beneath that was an envelope addressed to Adanna Atuegbu; the return address was Benjamin Shaw. Beneath that was a stack of photos. The top one was a pale boy with a bright smile and hair that was decidedly red, even with the fading ink. She flipped it over and read, “Benjamin, age 5.” There was a picture that had to be Nnenne’s parents, a picture of Nnenne and her sisters in their early teens, and a picture taken at Nnenne’s wedding, where Nnenne was laughing, head thrown back, smile wide. Nnenne had told her, “I didn’t mean to laugh so much, but I was so happy, Cherie, I couldn’t help it.” Cherie didn’t think she’d ever seen Nnenne that happy. There were a few more pictures of her grandmother and grandfather—his smile still bright—with their children, of Boxer, and then of her grandfather in an army uniform, his bright smile gone.

      Beneath that photo was one more. It featured Nnenne and a strange man. In it, Nnenne looked older than in any pictures with Cherie’s grandfather, but younger than Cherie had ever known her. Her hair was in long braids, and the front two braids were gray. Nnenne was laughing in the photo, head thrown back, and smile wide. Happier than she’d ever been in Cherie’s presence, happy like she’d been in her wedding photo.

      Cherie’s eyes slid to the man, and in an instant, her pulse went wild, and her body went cold. If this was Andrew, she knew why Nnenne had never told Jack about him.
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