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“A

riadne Clancy, you had better be ready by the time we have to leave. You have five minutes and I am not listening to any whining about makeup or seams showing.”

Ari rolled her eyes as she listened to her mother yelling up the stairs and put the finishing touches on her hair. She had no idea what the big fuss was about. It was just some boring trade discussion at her uncle’s house, but she would be keeping her cousin, Letha, company. With that thought, she grabbed her computer tablet and some magazines from Earth so they could look for the latest Earth fashions.

Running down the stairs, she looked in on her younger sibling, Marshall, who was home for the day from his usual weapons training. Marshall was a warrior. Their youngest sister, Lucinda, was learning to cook from another of their cousins.

It’s not like their mother wasn’t a good cook. She was okay. The okayest cook according to their father. Both sets of their grandparents were excellent cooks. It didn’t help that her mother had no interest whatsoever in cooking, being too busy helping save their world.

Her mother stood in the entryway to their home, going through her messenger bag, she carried to the meetings. Looking up Cassie Baxter smiled at her daughter.

“You look great as always, sweetie.”

“It hardly matters how I look, Mom. Daddy will never let a male close enough to me to even see what color my hair is.”

That made her mom giggle. “Your dad can’t be everywhere.”

Just then her father walked up and kissed her mother in a way no child should have to witness her parents kiss, so Ari did the usual. She pulled back in distaste and uttered a simple, “Ew,” sounding like a grossed out teenager.

Ari was far past a teenager, being close to thirty years old. Of course, being a three-quarters human with one forth being a Demon, she looked barely legal. Living on a regenerative, magic world did wonders for the skin. She was a mere child to all of the Demons, some of whom had seen millennia and saw her as an infant.

All of her generation complained about it. Only her best friend, Langi, had managed to take the great step into the mated world. She was expecting her first child and Ari was determined to be the most spoiling of all aunts who were all clamoring to meet the next generation of Demons.

A deep longing welled up inside her. She sighed and both parents stopped kissing and looked at her.

“I don’t care what makeup you forgot, we’re going...” her mother said and they were at her Uncle Seth’s house.

“Ari!” Her cousin Letha cried out and ran to her. “You have to come in and taste these scone’s Lucy made. She got the recipe from Grandma.”

Ari stared and smiled. “The ones with lemon zest in them?” She was already drooling. Ignoring her parents, the two women ran into the house and into the parlor where her aunt and uncle were holding court.

“Mummy,” Letha squealed. “Give Ari one of the scones. I think they’re just as good as Grandma’s.”

Seth laughed and the looked at his daughter sternly. “Letha, you do not order your mother about. There is a word you need to use before either you or Ariadne get a single scone.”

Letha batted her eyes at her father and let her bottom lip push out. Then she beamed a smile at her mother. “May we have a scone, please, Mummy?”

Poor Brigid was trying not to laugh, tried to be just as stern as her mate, but failed utterly, handing over the plate of scones that smelled delicious.

“Oh! They smell just like Grandma’s!”

“I told you.”

Ari bit into the scone as she watched her aunt pour her a cup of tea. She closed her eyes and groaned in absolute bliss.

“Absolutely, exactly like Grandma’s.”

“Don’t let your Grandma hear that, Ari, or you will never get any treats from her again.” Cassie chided as she and Ari’s dad came in to sit with Seth and Brigid.

“Mahm, I know!” Ari said with disgust her mother would think she’d ever take chances when it came to her Grandma’s baked good. The woman was a goddess with her ovens.

While their parents talked, Letha led Ari back to the kitchens where she was making potions and crackers.

In this familiar setting, both of them gossiped and chatted. Most of it wondering if anyone else had found their mate yet.

“Did you hear that Trig is chasing after Sunny?” Ari asked her cousin, while helping package the boxes of crackers for pregnant women on the world.

Letha looked at Ari in shock. “She’s never even looked at any Demon but Vadch with anything but disdain!”

Ari nodded and smiled while nibbling on her delicious scone. She cut her eyes to her sister, Lucinda, aka Lucy, who was avidly listening in while stirring something in a bowl. She smiled at her little sister.

“Listen in, Lucy. Learn something our parents don’t want us to know.”

“Know what?” her cousin Michael asked, walking in from the garden.

“You already know,” Letha said and set a clock work timer for her regenerative potion she was brewing. Then she looked around. “Where’s Joe?”

Ari looked as well. The twins were almost conjoined in body. It was rare to see one without the other.

Michael waved his sister off. “Companion Guild,” he laughed. All three women wrinkled their noses.

“OK,” Letha leaned in. “Trig is chasing Sunny’s skirts and Vadch is not stopping the Demon.”

Ari’s mouth opened and closed with a snap. “Sunny would have to complain to him about unwanted attention. She’s done it before.”

Letha nodded confidently and whispered loudly, “Merry and Kendra both said she’s not said a word to him about it.”

Michael sighed and snagged a snickerdoodle from the plate on the counter. “Trig is going to find himself with no dick and no balls because Helen will have removed them for even looking at Sunny. You know how much she loves her.”

Ari nodded. “So, the real question... Why is Trig still a Demon and not a Demoness?”

They all laughed.

Letha waved them all closer to her. “My theory is that she really doesn’t mind him trying to court her. She’s evidently accepting his gifts and attention.”

Of course, her brother shook his head, his horns gleaming in the light of the kitchen. He looked so much like his father with his deep, lavender skin color and black hair and horns.

“Why would Trig matter when no other Demon who has been sniffing around has?”

Letha turned on her brother. “Because she is his mate, stupid!”

“Letha!” Came her father’s voice from the door into the kitchen. “What have your mother and I told you about calling people names that are not honest?”

Ari watched her poor cousin nearly fold into herself. Ever had she been destroyed by any anger or disapprobation from her dear father.

“Sorry, Papa,” Letha nearly whispered in a tone that was close to crying.

He smiled at her and held his arms open and Letha flew into his tight hug and smiled again.

“There is the smile I love, dear daughter,” Seth grinned at her. “Your mother sent me back for fruit juice and tea. The Trade Delegate will be here soon.”

Lucy finished placing jugs and tea pots on a trolley with cups and saucers on the middle shelf, napkins on the bottom.

“Everything else is already in the parlor, Uncle Seth,” she said, giving her favorite uncle a kiss on his cheek.

Ariadne knew her uncle loved it when he was shown love by his relatives. Her father had told her the story of how her mother and uncle had been at odds after they had met and how they came together to be the formidable team they were on The Demonworld now. She smiled when he looked over at her.

“Ariadne, I wanted you hear because the delegation is bringing textiles. It would be great if Langi could be here as well, but Jogin is being a touch overprotective this late into her pregnancy.” He grinned at her. “So, now it’s all up to you to choose the best for us to trade for.”

She laughed. “I get it, no pressure.”

Everyone laughed.

“Well, Lucy already had to make your grandmother’s famous scone recipe.”

“It could have been Aunt Drina’s cinnamon  rolls,” Lucy whispered, her eyes wide with horror. Nobody in the family wanted to admit that the other witch made cinnamon rolls worth a whole world itself. They could stop wars.

“You all are wonders in your own right, children,” Seth nodded at them. He looked over at a half-elf who had just stepped into the room.

“Cerise, Please take the tea and juice into the Parlor and have Dalyor come fetch the food for the buffet.”

“I’ll send someone to find you when they get here, Ariadne. You and my children can go back to your gossip.”

Letha kissed her father before he left, while Michael stuck his tongue out at her, following in the wake of their pater familias.

“Langi is much more well versed in textiles than I am. She’s a wonder with woven fabrics,” Ariadne said, chewing on her thumbnail. She’d had the habit forever.

“This is true,” Lucinda said, grinning at her big sister.  “But you are our only Fashionista. You know what looks good and what colors are in this season.”

That got Ari’s spirits up. “I come with glad tidings of the Winter Collections on Earth!” She quickly whipped her magazines and tablet from her satchel. “Gather ‘round, bitches. We are going clothes shopping!”

*****
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Grinding his teeth with impatience, Giullis Shalice waited for a World Walker to appear outside his house to take him and a couple of his ruling Ministers, to the Demonworld to work out a trade deal. They were supposed to meet with a contingent of the Technomage world as well.

Their entire world now depended on these deals going through. Since his rebellion and taking over from the Nobles and Aristocrats of the Faerie world he and his friends had worked very hard to begin the workings of the Republics he had read about while on Earth for almost a century, hiding from his homeworld. He had made it back to Faerie shortly before Cassie had basically locked down his world from the rest of the magic community because of the perfidy of his mother.

He thought he would feel better... after... and yet he did not. As a small child he had adored Mildread and she had held some affection towards him... until...

He shook his head as he saw Cassie Clancy appear in the middle of his garden with her mate, Baxter. She rarely went anywhere without him. The twin blades on his back kept her alive. Baxter was death itself with those blades.

Cassie smiled and waved to him as he stepped out his doorway. Despite him accepting being elected leader, he had a simple cottage. It was only him, he had no family and likely never would. He saw no reason to put on airs. He was a royal by blow who had been used by a pederast until he’d finally killed the man.

Sold for a favor, according to his dear mother.

He smiled back and raised his hand in the typical Faerie greeting to off-worlders.

“Good tidings, Cassie and Baxter,” he spoke quietly. “My two trade ministers will be here any second now.”

As he said that, he saw them both walking up the lane towards his house.

“You have a lovely house and garden,” Cassie said, looking at his flower beds. “I wish my gardens ever looked as good as this.” She kept looking around. “Even with Seph helping me mine never look like this, and my mother helping with her Earth magic.”

Giullis smiled. “Perhaps you can find a Demon with their own earth magic to speak to the elemental in your area to help. It’s what I do.”

To his delight, the Demi looked at him, surprised, as if the concept had never occurred to her. Perhaps it never had. She was the most busy person he knew of in the magic worlds. She simply didn’t have time to ponder something that everyone around her thought of as common sense. And who did not have a great desire to offend her by suggesting her family members weren’t quite up to snuff.

When his two trade ministers arrived, one flicked his wrist and two crates containing their wares suddenly appeared at their side.

“Are you all ready to meet our Ruling Council to talk trade?”

They all nodded and then they were at the front door of a Palace.

“This is my brother’s home,” she told them. “It had been our father’s palace and neither of us really wanted it, but Seth, as the head of the family, needed a seat, and he had met his mate here.” She shrugged and she raised the door knocker. “They knew all of the places they could take a quick tumble... and still we’ve all walked in on them.”

The Faeries laughed as a Half-Elf opened the door and bowed to Cassie.

“Please enter, Lady Cassie. Your brother awaits you in the Parlor.”

Parlor? Giullis had been on earth when the word had meant a cozy sitting room. He wondered what Seth’s take on it had been.

Upon standing in the entryway, his mouth dropped. Oh, Seth’s mate had made the huge room cozy and inviting. He found himself wanting to enter and be seated in one of the large, comfortable chairs by the fireplace, to have some tea and biscuits.

“Seth, this is Giullis Shahice, with his two trade ministers, come to talk trade. Gramish should already be here...” Cassie looked about the room. “Where is he?”

Seth stood and shook Giullis’ hand then looked to his sister. “Ayalah had to go be with Langi as Jogin was upset over her back pain.” The Demi winked at her and they both chuckled. "He’ll be here after talking Jogin down out of the rafters. The male takes guardianship to a whole new level.”

“As with every damned Demon on this world, no one has ever suffered as their mates do while expecting their young.”

Giullis had to chuckle at that. Faerie births were so rare now that he couldn’t remember the last time any Faerie had given birth. It was the lot of the long-lived races that their fertility was very low. The Demons were very singular in that they had had a population explosion with matings and many new births. Only a few thousand had come back from Era, the Elven homeworld after their last remaining goddess had cleansed the world of all of the evil that had destroyed it.

Just then, Gareth walked in with his Half-Elven mate, Krys, who was the Elven ambassador to The Demonworld. Introductions were made just as Gramish rushed in and then they all went into the conference room where they had been making trade agreements for three decades, since their return. She would be negotiating on behalf of their Queen and the goods would have to make their way to Demonworld before being collected by the Elves.

Cassie was furious over being made a middleman in this pointless manner, so she was slapping the Elves with a huge tariff. The Demi and Gramish had argued for hours over it until Gramish saw that the money would go into the Demon treasury and therefore they would be able to hold taxes at their current level. Not raising taxes had gone over well with the populace. It was nice having an accountant on the Council.

As they had done since they had come back to The Demonworld, they gathered in a large dining room and sat down to begin negotiations.

“Wait, someone’s missing,” Cassie said as she looked around and was counting heads. She then nodded. “Sorry, I forgot TMW.”

She blinked out and came back a few minutes later with a disheveled man who looked tipsy. Cassie looked at him and put her hand over his stomach. “Sorry, Harry. Forgot to bubble you up.”

The man glared at her and then found a seat.

Refreshments were available. Giullis stuck to his juice. His Faerie metabolism did best with fruits and flowers. He could eat vegetables and even meat, but he didn’t like it as much and it often made him feel a little nauseated.

Putting everything aside, he got his head into the trade negotiations, letting his friends take the lead. He jumped in where it was required, but he let it flow over him, listening, but not truly present. For some reason, his attention was scattered. So, he clamped down and concentrated on what was happening around the table.
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atching her cousin make potions could only hold Ari’s attention for so long. She picked up a magazine she’d brought back from Earth. She went back occasionally to pick up new magazines, upload more onto her tablet, and would have to leave within hours because she would starve to death with the dearth of actual magic present on her mother’s home world. It was growing, even Cassie had said so, but it was concentrated and wasn’t yet ‘thick’ enough to disperse widely.

“Uncle Rory is determined to make some machine that can measure the strength of magic in the world,” she told Letha. “He refuses to believe magic cannot be quantified or measured.”

Letha smiled at her while she watched her water timer.

Ari sighed and pushed back from the counter and walked over to snag another cookie off the plate that Lucy had filled.

“Do you miss Earth so much, Ari?” Letha asked as she took the pot off the heat and continued stirring, still watching the clock.

“Honestly, Letha? I don’t know Earth like Mom and Aunt Helen do. Kendra and Merry go there sometimes, but even they don’t stay long.” She took a nibble on the edge of the cookie. “I can’t even work magic like everyone does so effortlessly, and yet I need it. I’m useless.”

Letha patiently slowed her stirring and pulled the box of vials over to her. Ari watched as she got what looked like a turkey baster and began putting the purple liquid into glass vials and then placing a stopper in them.

“You’re not useless, Ari. You’re bored. You need a challenge in an environment where you can thrive.”

That got a snort. “Yeah, if we ever go to war I’ll be the most popular girl on this rock, Letha. But right now? All I’m needed for is to tell you hem lengths this season.”

Shaking her beautiful head, Letha gently decanted her pot into the vials and pushed them aside. “You, dear cousin, are bored. Seriously bored. Or, as you like to say, bored as fuck.”

Ari burst into laughter, thankfully swallowing her tea beforehand. “You got that from Jacob, not me, Letha. I don’t like mom’s brand of soap in your mouth.”

Letha wrinkled her nose in distaste and gave Ari a nasty look. “My mom taught her those spells!”

Ari nodded. “Mom can only use them on me here where I’m full up on magic, so it sticks. Gods forbid I ever swear while we’re on Earth. I got the real deal in my mouth.” The face Ari made had Letha holding her sides with laughter.

Jacob walked into the kitchen and watched the girls laughing. He whistled. “Come on Ari, you’re up.”

Ari rolled her eyes and huffed. “You’re so rude, Jacob. I’m not playing baseball.”

Her twin just sighed and rolled his eyes in the mode of forbearance of brothers all over the universe. She left her magazines and tablet on the table and sullenly followed her brother into the old dining room they used as a conference room with a huge table that could seat nearly twenty people without budging up.

She walked in and looked around and her entire being stopped on one of the Faeries. He was a devastating punch to her senses. He was staring right at her with the same look she was sure she had plastered across her face.

Tall, lithe and yet built in the manner of the Faerie, with a scar on his face, which puzzled her. Why wasn’t he hiding it with a glamor?

“Oh, gods no!” She heard her mother cry out and her dad was immediately at the Faerie’s side, twin swords at his neck.

“Close your eyes motherfucker! Do NOT look at my daughter.”

Her brother was dragging her out of the room so fast she tripped and he was pulling her away.

“What are you doing, Jacob. Stop! I can’t keep up!”

Her brother didn’t listen and she instinctively did what she was born to do and she sucked all magic from him and everything around him in her panic.

Jacob dropped like a stone and she ran back to the room. She saw her father, with his swords still at the throat of the Faerie who looked bored.

“Daddy! Stop!” She yelled at her father.

“Ari, leave this room now,” her father ordered.

Cassie stared at her husband, and Ariadne frowned.

“Daddy, he’s my mate. You can’t kill him...” her throat closed. “He’s my mate.”

“Oh!” Cassie and Brigid gasped, both of them putting hands to their mouths.

Her father finally turned his head, looking over his shoulder. “What? Ari, you’re too young.”

“I’m older than Mom was when you met her.” She was standing her ground.

Inside her head she was trying very hard to stop herself, but something was edging her on. She could not have stopped had she tried. Perhaps, he could be appointed to be the ambassador to the Demonworld as the Half-Elf, Krys, had been when she’d mated a Demon.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Sweetie,” Bax said, turning his back to the man trapped by his blades who still looked bored.

Ari was getting angry. She was always very careful to not get angry enough to stop thinking logically. There was a huge downside to being a Magic Eater. They didn’t take in magic and nullify it. If they took in too much, they could cause horrific magical explosions. They could kill people with it. In ancient times they were taken into battle to end battles almost as soon as they started. They had been carefully trained to be able to aim and spare their own allies, taking out only the armies of the enemy.

Naturally, she had never bothered to ever study that part of her ability in the book her Uncle Glenn had gifted her parents with shortly after her birth. At this particular moment she regretted that oversight.

“Ari, sweetie, where is Jacob?” She heard her mother ask quietly. Her mother had always been very tied into Ari’s emotions, making sure she didn’t get too emotional to control her behavior.

Ari looked at her Aunt Brigid. “He’s out in the hall; can you please look in on him? I emptied his tank.”

Her parents and family members gasped and then looked at the foreign contingent wondering if they understood what Ari was saying. Her abilities were never discussed outside of the Demons. She was always treated as something like a dreaded tool that they would only break the glass and use in the event of emergency.

That comment got her father to lower his swords. He looked at her mom. “Cassie get us out of here.” And Ari found herself at home, facing her parents in their family room.

“What did you do to your brother, Ari?” Her father turned on her as soon as they arrived.

“I just took enough to shut him down. He was taking me away, Dad.” To her it made perfect sense, but to her parents it was apparently appalling news.

“You’re not to use your abilities on your brother, Ari,” Her mother quietly explained, while stopping her father’s step towards her.

“And Dad is supposed to use his swords on Faerie?”

“I use them on any threat to our world, Ari. You know this,” Bax said quietly but it was very stern.

She threw her hands up. “He’s my mate! I thought that meant something to Demons. I’m a quarter Demon, and yet I don’t seem to be accepted even though I can take my Demoness form.” She was yelling at her parents as decades of fury ripped through her. “Neither of you have any idea of what it’s like to be treated like a lit bomb. There are people who cross the road when I go to the market, like I just passively take magic from everyone around me.”

“Try having more power than everyone around you,” Cassie said quietly. “To the point not even your own brother completely trusts you not to go crazy and take over all of the magical worlds.” Her eyes filled.  “I don’t even want to take over this one. I’ve worked very hard to use my magic to make sure we thrive and succeed, and there is not one Demon out there that doesn’t look at my mate askance because he was a Demon Hunter.”

“And they look at your children as the second coming of all of that, even though neither one of us is a Demon Hunter or uber powerful witch...” She paused. “Although, Jacob is pretty strong.”

Her parents were silent a moment and she heard someone knocking on the front door. Her father turned and walked out of the room, to answer it. He came back into the room and stared at her.

“Your brother is sleeping off your little snack,” he stated grimly looking at her as he never had before. Sure, there was parental disapproval, but there was a hint of fear with it and Ari just wanted to cry. Now her parents would begin treating her like everyone else. She had been teaching her cousin, Leto, as she was also a Magic Eater. It was not an easy mantle to wear.

Her father was breaking her heart and she began weeping. “I’m sorry, but he was dragging me away from that Faerie...” She could no longer talk, she just bawled like a baby.

Both of her parents held her, not saying a word, but trying to give her some solace for something they didn’t understand themselves.

“That Faerie is Giullis Shahice, Ari,” her mother explained. “He’s practically the Faerie King, even though he doesn’t truly want the job. He was the eldest of Mildread’s children left alive after they carved the rot of their world.”

Staring at her parents with her mouth wide open was the only response she could muster. King? She was no one, despite who her parents were. She was nobody and not trusted around most of the folks on The Demonworld. Her generation was the only exception, they accepted her as their elders did not. Some of the Demons who had returned from Era could remember Magic Eaters in battle and distrusted her.

She had spent her life walking a very fine line so they would know she had no desire to harm anyone.

“I’m tired of everyone thinking I’m some sort of nuclear bomb about to go off at any moment.”

Her father looked at her closely. “Nobody treats you like that, sweetie.”

“Not around you or Mom, but when you’re not around, they do. You’re not around or looking when they go out of their way to avoid me. Try to rush me out of their shops... I hate it. I just want to be normal and I’m not. I’m not normal on any level. I’m half-human, quarter Demon, and quarter Demon Hunter, and I can’t do ANYTHING but deprive them of the magic they use so easily.” She sucked in a breath. “Do EVERYTHING I can to be trustworthy like you taught me. I’ve never hurt anyone but Jacob, and frankly, he deserved it.”

She was working up a head of steam.

“No one trusts me to babysit their children, even our family living here. The only reason Aunt Nestra is allowing me anywhere near Leto is because we share the same ability. They have the same book. It’s not like we can consciously control the amount of magic we need to live. We can’t even USE magic.”

“And yet, you knocked your brother unconscious and now he’s weakened for at least a week because you sucked all the magic out of him,” her mother said quietly.

Ari sucked in air and sobbed. “Even you fear me!” She was hurt to her core over it. She just wanted to be anywhere else but in her family home.
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