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When I’m alone, when it’s quiet, when there is nothing but the sound of my breathing and the beating of my heart, I find myself inevitably falling into the abyss of memories that is my mind. I’m not an egotist by nature – I tell myself. I realize self-reflection is not something done solely by me or even great minds alone. We all swim in the sea of memory, surfing the good times and drowning in the bad. My mind, or any mind I suppose which has been around as long as mine, or who’s seen and done the things I’ve done, who has regrettably lived the exciting life that I’ve lived – let’s say I find myself drowning more often than surfing. It always begins, not surprisingly, at the beginning, from that first minute when I looked up into the awaiting eyes of those who would so dramatically set in motion the pieces of that great machine that is my existence. I can remember smiling. I can remember warmth and safety. I can remember asking, “Who am I?” - something I still have trouble with. I recall, with blissful delight, the sheer happiness that washed over me as my virgin eyes blinked up at the radiance above me – blurred as it was in those first few moments. To set the tone for what was about to come, I can even remember the first words spoken to me – those first sobering and mildly insulting words.

My cell phone rattles against the wooden tabletop as the silent alarm I had set goes off. It rouses me from my introspection. It’s not something I enjoy having chained to my hip, but it was a present – the sort of present that’s a message. New ones keep showing up, too. You’d think he’d get the hint and stop trying since I tend to burn through a few each year. But, then again, I suppose I’m the one who should be taking the hint. What’s that line? Get living or get dying? I really should decide one of these days. 

I scan the lecture auditorium. I can tell some certainly feel as if this is the end for them. Heads are down – some have assumed the “I give up” position. I always like to give an exam right before a big break as my mind is on food, and that doesn’t usually put me in the mood to teach. Besides, it’s the perfect chance to catch up on all of those articles I’ve been meaning to read – if only I had spent the last hour reading. I was about two paragraphs into an incredibly dull explanation on Mayan beadwork when my mind began to wander – leading me to my past. A place I visit all too often. My fault, really. It is the subject I teach – the past, that is, not specifically my own. It is, I realize, much like putting the town drunk in charge of the liquor store.

I pick up my phone, verify the time is correct with the wall clock over the door, and stand. I write on the blackboard behind me, with the last nub of a piece of chalk, Ten minutes, finish up your thoughts. As always, there’s a ripple of groans and then a flurry of pen on paper – or, for the technologically savvy, the tappity-tap-tap of fingers as they race over the keys of their laptops. I smile as I always do. Freshmen lectures were all the same, filled with those who had yet to realize the simple truth of knowledge. By this point, either you are finished with the exam or you are finished with the exam. You either knew it, or you didn’t. No final sentence or paragraph, no matter how eloquently phrased, is going alter the grade that the previous fifty minutes had gotten you. Ah, but these were freshmen college students, and most were eager to impress – most still believed that good deeds and well-meaning effort would bring them the rewards they deserved. We all believe this at one point – I believed it at one point. With the final minutes ticking by, several fresh faces are startled by a stiff gust scraping branches against the windows. 

It’s an icy November, even by mid-Atlantic standards. Unfriendly as it is, as I glance away from the gray beyond the windows and back at the stadium seating, I catch a few frustrated, some angry, faces on my students – making for a chilly interior as well. This does not faze me. I’m not their friend, and I have no wish to be – in fact, I try very hard to keep walls up between us. I’ve given them everything from long, detailed lectures to near-impossible deadlines, and even unfashionable clothes and general untidiness. It is all designed to send the message: STAY AWAY. Alright, the untidiness is a life choice. A comb rarely touches my hair. I wander into a barber perhaps four times a year, and shaving is something I do only because I hate the idea of a beard only slightly more than the effort in keeping clean-shaven. Although my intent is to be shrugged off, I suspect that I filter into various conversations as the punch line of some jokes.

I check my phone: five minutes. At two minutes, I note the time on the board with a reminder that typed essays needed to be e-mailed. I count off the final seconds in my head and stand. “Alright, stop your work.” I take the last sip of my tea as the shuffle of bodies washes down the stairs towards me. There are always questions as students hand in papers, and like some record skipping at the end of a song, every year the questions are the same. I answer almost automatically, “Yes. No. Maybe next semester.” I look up from accepting papers and am face to face with a student I did not recognize – yet he seems familiar. “I’m sorry, what was that?” I study his face intently.

“I said that was easy, although that question on Stonehenge was a bit misleading. I aced it. Don’t even bother grading it.” He lifts his head a little, turning his nose up. “It’s great, that feeling, you know, that feeling when you know something others don’t. It’s like finding something, a secret something – or maybe it’s more like uncovering something that someone thought was hidden.”

I ignore the gloating and smugness. The boy himself has my attention. He seems normal enough. The boy is thin, perhaps five and a half feet, with neat, short, white-blond hair and a crooked smile. He doesn’t say anything further and moves on, replaced by a tall, athletic-looking girl who, if she doesn’t play basketball or volleyball, it’s a crime. She tries to speak, but I’m already moving towards the door. “Just ah, put it in an e-mail and leave your paper on the stack,” I say quickly over my shoulder as I speed through the doorway and out into the hallway.

The light is blinding after the dimness of the low-level track-lighting I usually keep the lecture hall bathed in. I blink. I don’t see him. The corridor is a T-intersection; to the left and right, it ends with a door to a stairwell and the emergency exits. Ahead are a few glass cases highlighting local and college historical pieces, a short set of wide stairs, and then the main door – two oak and iron-hinged behemoths that date to when this section of the building was still a church. I rush forward through the narthex, ignoring the looks from students, and put all of my weight against the old church doors. Even before stepping out into the veiled sunlight, I knew – honestly -before I even left the lecture hall, a part of me knew that there would be nothing for me to find.

I slow to a stop and take in a deep breath of crisp late autumn air. I scan the tree-dotted and building-lined campus before me. There are six other Georgian style buildings in sight and a number of bundled students. I catch a glimpse of the white-blond, vaguely familiar teen vanishing into a loosely packed group crossing the street. A breeze gusts up, turning chilly air into biting cold, but regardless, I stiffly move forward across the stage to the low wall that made for a railing on the slate-topped porch. My sweater, warm, but no match alone for the cold, at least not for long, is pressed against me by the wind. All of my senses are fully awake. I look out on the campus before me. It might be nothing, but the hairs on the back of my neck begin to stand up – and I know it’s not because of the chilly air.

Omens: the interpretation of natural and or everyday events to ascertain the more profound meaning – if there is one – of life. It takes years of study, meditation, and experience to begin to approach the level of wisdom and understanding necessary to derive meaning from the mundane. Omens, much like scrying, are like walking into a dark room and describing things based solely on what they felt like when you bumped into them. Sometimes it’s easy, you bump into a volcano, but unless you have a volcano going off in your backyard when yesterday there wasn’t one, such natural events are hard to read as having a subtext. Everyday events are even harder to interpret. It’s not an exact science – and some would argue it’s not science at all - but as a rule of thumb, it might be an omen if it is something you pass by every day, something you see a hundred times but never take notice of, and then suddenly you notice it. At this very moment, I’m noticing a lot.

Time slows down. I can almost hear each individual leaf rustling in the wind, each footfall, each breath. A bird – a finch – with a beak full of dried grass, flies off ahead of a pack of students coming in its direction. It finds a perch in the tree next to the stage where I stand. A leaf falls from that tree, landing at my feet. Landing next to a crack in the slate of the porch next to my feet. A twig bisects the crack. The crack and twig create a shape very reminiscent of the symbol algiz.

And then it begins to rain.

I make my way inside. Much of the hallway's traffic has cleared, so I have an unobstructed walk back to the lecture hall. The papers are mostly in a neat pile; beside them is a smaller additional pile of handwritten notes from various students. I’ll look at those later, but right now, it’s four-thirty, I have no more classes today, and I’m pretty sure I need to be someplace else right now. 

I pile the notes, exams, articles, and my phone into my satchel and, with coat in hand, head for the door. I halt as I enter the hallway once again. As I stand there surrounded by the wooden display cases, the vaulted ceiling, the soft blue of the walls, and the faces of previous professors long since forgotten looking down on me, I’m suddenly struck by the feeling that this might be the last time I walk through this hallway. There’s a sense of finality. I was sent here five years ago. Rarely do I ever know ahead of time why I am being sent to a location, and often it is years before the reasons for my assignment become clear. You learn to stop asking questions – well, you learn to stop asking questions out loud – well, you learn to stop asking questions out loud to Them. They want blind obedience. Eventually, They beat obedience into you – the rest I fake. I try not to grow attached – I try.

Eyes shut, I take a step and break free of my melancholy. I heave against the behemoths and step out into the gray. The rain is light but steady. I circle the Humanities building and make my way down a side street and away from campus. I’m not happy about any of this. Except the rain. I love the rain and the gray. I’m not happy about this feeling I have deep in my gut that my reason for being here is about to be revealed – and that usually ends with an assignment elsewhere. I need a drink, and I need to clear my head. And I’m not sure which I want to do first.

My walk comes to a halt as I wait for a car to pass before crossing a street. I know what I should do, and I know what I want to do – well, I’ve narrowed it down to two choices. I look up. Eyes closed against the rain that feels like tiny icy spears stinging my face. In that moment, I realize two things: that I’m furious with my knee jerk, Pavlovian run-home-and-wait-for-instructions response, and I forgot my umbrella in the classroom.

The car splashes by, and I pick up my pace. I usually enjoy my walk home, but when your brain is divided between regret, irritation, trying to ignore the shivers, and being equally infuriated at yourself and the Powers-That-Be, it tends to drain the love out of life. I live near the edge of town, which, despite being a college town, isn’t that big. Even in clear weather, I manage the walk in about fifteen minutes. My quick pace, driven by icy rain and a sudden need to be someplace, anyplace else, has me home in just under ten. I reach for the garden gate, and again I’m overwhelmed by that unwanted sense of nostalgia. It’s as if I’m not really here, but living a memory. 

For just a moment, I linger with my hand on the wooden fence. I built it myself – in fact, I handmade, crafted, each pointed piece of white picket fence surrounding the small front yard. The house itself is also small; it’s almost lost among the acre of trees around it and in the back. I have neighbors; the Martins, with their three kids, to the left, and the Keans, recently married, to the right. Across the street is a small park. Both families are polite and quiet, and I can count on one hand the number of times we’ve run into each other. Still, they wave when we see each other in passing, so that’s nice. I have a better relationship with their cars – the sedan and minivan in the driveways tells me that all the families are home. It seems it’s an early day for everyone.

I take a breath and push through the gate and up onto the porch. My door opens with a slight creak that I purposefully keep forgetting to oil. I drop my coat and bag near the front door and stand as I drip onto the slate floor of my living room. My instincts are on fire, and I was sure someone would be waiting for me. But I’m wrong. The house is silent. But it’s still there, that feeling of being watched, of expecting someone to pop around the corner. I check the bathroom, bedroom, and kitchen before allowing myself to relax. 

I flop onto the couch and exhale deeply. I stare at the near-empty bookshelves and blank walls. I’m certain something is out of sorts. It’s not often that my instincts lead me astray. I don’t believe it. No. This is where They want me. And that makes me very angry. I can’t wait. I need to blow off some steam before the boss gets here. Leaving will probably mean trouble.  

Two minutes tick by before I settle on a decision. 

I need to think, and if I’m right – despite feeling foolish, I still think I am – I decide that I’m not a dog. I’m not going to sit here and wait for instructions. My mood has pushed me into being rebellious. I need to clear my head, and that means going out. “Come and find me,” I grumble and pull myself up from the couch. I step over to the shelves near the bathroom and stare at the line of books at eye level, their spines neatly aligned. Out of the three built-in bookshelves around the living room, it’s the only one with books on it. I filled it with books from the bargain bins of bookstores and the “please take” cart at the library. Most I’ve read, some are junk I’ve added to fill in the shelf. I have always meant to fill in the rest of the shelves. It’s always on tomorrow’s list of things to do – but tomorrow never seems to come. I press on A Tale Of Two Cities. There’s a soft, almost imperceptible click. The floor behind me lifts up, revealing a stone staircase. 

A hunt is what I need.
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I need to think. To clear my head. I stare deeply into the darkness of the narrow stone steps leading down. Here, where I stand, is my house, but below, that’s where I live. It’s difficult to make out any but the first three steps. I hadn’t turned a light on when I arrived, and the heavy curtains were still drawn. However, just enough diffused gray light filters into the living room around the curtains to outline the shadows. 

I hesitate. 

Strictly speaking, I wasn’t allowed to do what I was about to do – what I, in truth, have been doing for a very long time. I’m not sure if They are aware of the fact that I continue with my hobby. I’m a professor – a disguise, really. I’m also a hunter, but that’s just another disguise – a distraction. Both give me the semblance of purpose. I’ve gotten the impression over the years that They’d rather keep me in a box – only to set me loose as needed. Yet, many of my assignments require blending in – not infiltration as much as being non-descript – so I’m often granted temp work. This, however, this has been the one consistency while waiting for whatever trap I was a part of to spring. That I’m occasionally caught and punished has never really deterred me.

I try to keep my worlds separate, partly because modern and ancient practices don’t entirely mix and partially because when I step below, I become a different person. It’s not that the past and the present can’t play well together, but, much like oil and water, it takes a lot of shaking to get them to mix. It’s an energy thing. Technology uses energy. Magic takes energy. 

I empty my pockets. My keys, a pen, and a small notepad are set on the bookshelf. I pause. I measure my irritation. I need to make a full transition. I need to shed as much of this negative energy as I can. My shirt comes off, followed by my shoes, sweater, all my clothing – all of which make a pile at my feet. I’m naked, both in presence and in spirit. “Professor no more.” Being naked isn’t, strictly speaking, necessary, but I feel the storm of rage in my mind and know this is a time when it is very much necessary. I catch my reflection in the mirror across the room. I see a man, but I know it is not a man. It wants to be a man. It tries to be a man. My thoughts of earlier today circle back – who am I? A question I have been asking myself in ever growing frequency these last few years.

Today, a teacher. 

Tomorrow, a plumber. 

Soldier. 

Scribe. 

Student. 

Always different. Always changing. And I always give myself fully over to my role - that way, at least while I’m pretending I’m someone else, I can for a short time feel like I have control, like I have a purpose. As I said, I need to clear my head.

I close my eyes as I take a step. When I open them, I can feel the mantle of the professor fully slip away. The stairs are cold, and the air is even colder as I move deeper into the below. I know I reach the bottom not because I can see, but purely from memory. “Solas coinnle,” I command, and several candles respond with pfts and crackles as they awaken. There is a small semicircle of a recess in the wall at the bottom of the stairs; wherein sits a glass vial the size of a golf pencil. I let my fingers glide over the edge of the niche and try to force some hope into my mind. Next to this, and hanging from a cast iron hook near my head, is a heavy brown cloak. I quickly dress in it – the weight and warmth are welcome. 

As I turn to face the room, I flip the hood up. “Tine,” I say. From across the room, there’s a spark and a whoosh of the sudden consumption of air as the hearth fills with fire. I take in a deep breath – I enjoy the scent of damp earth - and slip my feet into my pink, overly fluffy bunny slippers. My prize possessions. They are the very first things I ever ordered online. I look down on them with satisfaction and pride. They are warm and comfy, and I don’t care a rat’s ass that they probably make me look ridiculous. I shuffle further into the workroom. The bookshelves behind the desk are lined with an abundant amount of reading and research material – this has always comforted me, knowledge. As a boy, I didn’t have books, but my father’s stories filled that role. But, this day, that comfort does not come.   

“He’s early,” a deep growl resounds within the chamber.

“Or late,” the bubbly voice is bookended by what passes for giggles.

I wait for the third though I am relatively sure nothing will be said – it always pays to be polite. “It’s raining,” I say.

“Something, you are assuming, we are somehow not aware of.”

I bow my head slightly to the grumpy voice. “Not in the least. I just meant I made my way home in a hurry because of the rain.”

“I like rain - it tickles. How can you not like the rain?”

I smile. “I’m afraid I gain very little from the rain.” 

Red, Blue, and Green are companions of a sort. I learned a long time ago that trees have a voice. They love poetry and spend days reciting their own works to each other and, on occasion, a human verse. I learned to listen to them as a child – something that almost always requires physical contact. But it wasn’t until much later that I learned to speak with them. And even then, as now, there’s a lot of guessing and assumptions I have to make on what they actually mean. I glance over to the far wall beyond the small stone circle. Placed upon three separate roots are three softly glowing stones, each flat, a little smaller than my palm, and carved with the kenaz symbol. 

“As he has said before, and you would know if you’d -” Red begins.

“Maybe if you stop and just stand in it,” Green interrupts.

“This is what I’m talking about,” Red barks.

“I’m just trying to help. Maybe he needs to experience the,” Green giggles, “joy of being all drippy wet.”

I enjoy listening to Green. She exudes cheer, and right now, I’m in dire need. “It’s not a lack of experience -” I try to speak up, but the argument continues.

“You do this all the time,” Red’s voice bristles, “talking over others. Interrupting. Forgetting.”

I lift an eyebrow. Forgetting is a rather harsh tree insult. As they begin to argue, I step over to the heavy oak table that takes up most of the small room's left side. I’ve never worried about offending my companions by having wooden furniture. Trees are practical, logical, and what we see of them is only the tip of the iceberg. They’ve never been happy with humans, but they at least give us the same regard as squirrels, birds, or beavers. Behind the desk are shelves recessed into the earth, surrounded in thick roots, where books and jars are stacked and crammed along every available space. On the table are two glass bowls, along with more jars of various liquids and ingredients. As I consider my materials, I am vaguely aware of their bickering, but it’s nothing I’m not used to by now. Blue usually steps in long before I grow tired of the chatter.

When I arrived here five years ago, the first thing I did was to grow my basement. Although deep and large, the house's basement is filled with too many modern trappings to be of use to me. Roots and earth make up my walls, and there isn’t a pipe or electrical socket to be found. I asked permission from the largest tree in my new yard in preparation for the construction – a very tall and round pine. After completion, I thanked it and found it had a lot to say. He was the first – Red. The stones help translate for me, but in truth, the tree picks the voice, which, on many occasions, has left me wondering how and why they choose which voice to use. Within days I was told others wanted to speak – which was odd because although a chatty bunch, they regard humans as insects. Apparently, I had made a good impression. Green followed. And finally, Blue. And despite the occasional mention of the others, no one else has asked to be heard. I’m sure they have names, but it’s rude to ask a tree that question. In my youth, I’d call them by their type. I learned the hard way that “type” was a human designation, and besides, to call Green “Willow” was as wrong as referring to someone by their skin color or a body feature. Moreover, names never mattered as somehow they always know which of the three voices I’m speaking to.

I contemplate the two glass bowls on the desk. One has a handful of small stones and the other has finger-length twigs. I’m running low. I think to myself so as not to draw attention to my actions. I know it will take a full day to resupply myself with a decent amount of magic. I grumble inwardly at the word. 

I hate using the word magic, possibly because it has become such a silly word – not something taken seriously. You mention magic to someone, and their mind is instantly drawn to Las Vegas and images of top hats, handkerchiefs, and large props. I grew up with the notion of this energy that surrounds us, albeit unnamed – a force. It just – was, is. I think about my ancestors and wonder how they would feel about me, describing something as ethereal as this force as a type of background radiation, but that’s how I think of it.

“Conduits and crafters,” I mutter as I continue to contemplate the jars, wondering if I should put this outing off and do some work instead. 

“What was that?” Red grumbles.

There’s an irritated sigh from Green.

Caught. “I was just musing. Wizards and the like are conduits – even the ones that don’t need a focusing agent; they can draw upon radiation and perform great feats.” I use my most boring, stilted, lecture voice in the hopes they’ll lose interest in me and go back to arguing. “Witches and their like are crafters. They lack the ability to access the magic on their own, but can craft items that draw in power, which they can then use. Of course, the problem is that once the item has been crafted, anyone can use it. This has led to many, many problems and ushered in giving magic its bad name. History -”

“So many funny words, so defined,” Green interrupts.

“There. You did it again.”

I smile as their voices turn on each other.

But now I can’t stop my thoughts. History – it’s a drug to me. I feel the need to mention to myself - because no one else is listening - that I’m not blaming any one group specifically for magic’s bad name. There have certainly been bad apple wizards who have done nothing to help the cause. And Las Vegas, they have started calling it the “art of illusion”. My kind – my mind stops, and I sigh - my own kind. What am I? Green would tell me not to be so defined. To sway with the wind. I shuffle away from the table in the direction of the large armoire. 

A voice breaks over the discordant jabbering in the background. “Trouble.”

The voice is calm and quiet – a whisper of a child with an English accent. Instantly the arguing comes to a halt. I’m not sure where Blue came up with the English accent, but I’m mostly sure he is the young oak in the front yard. There’s a brief moment of utter silence. I picture Red, Green, and Blue, huddling in a corner and whispering to each other in my head.

“Is there something you’re not telling us?” Red growls, his voice coming from all around me.

“There are a great many things I haven’t told you.” I stand still, hoping they get back to their argument.

“Aedan, dear, your bark is showing,” Green spoke.

That’s one of my more favorite tree phrases. Their language is that of images, so when translated into spoken, a lot is lost. “Your bark is showing” could refer to being upset or an acknowledgment that your true self is showing – which is also a complicated tree concept. The thing is, trees can’t lie. Before humans, they had no concept of it. They exist in a collective but with individual thoughts, but I’ve never been able to figure out if their link is physical or metaphysical. In any event, because they have so little experience with lying, I can, on occasion, sidestep uncomfortable questions. “I was just thinking about going out.”

They instantly spoke at once – they hadn’t bought it.

“Aedan,” Green’s voice becomes apparent as the other two drop away. “Aedan, we saw you looking at your balls.”

“Rounds,” Red corrects.

“No, it’s balls,” Green’s coquettish, matter-of-fact tone is laced with just a hint of irritation. “Rounds, that’s a... shape,”

“Balls are a shape,” Red argues back.

“No, silly, balls are a thing like, like -”

As Green searches for a word, Blue cuts in, “Bowls,” he says shortly, “it’s bowls – round is the shape, and balls are the thing.”

There’s quiet for just a handful of seconds – long enough that I feel that if I move slowly, I may get away without being noticed. I don’t want to worry them, especially since I don’t know if there really is anything worth worrying about.

“That’s not right,” Red says dismissively.

“Are you sure?” The lilt at the end of Green’s question suggests she doesn’t think Blue is correct.

There’s another quiet pause. I assume their minds are mingling. I take the opportunity to open the armoire. I press my palms against the wooden surface. It’s made of ash and is a smoky slate color. The doors are lined in runes, etched there by my hand. I read them silently: To your protection and health. There is no fear, only strength, determination, and skill. Let reason guide you, and let your heart be the light. I write primarily in runes for no other reason than it was the first language I learned to write in. Besides, I do enjoy the look of it. The simplicity of lines. The right angles and slants. It’s almost mathematical.

I reach quickly for the handles and pull open the doors. A dark forest green coat – a duster by name - hangs within. Strapped to each door is a bracer of various daggers. On the floor of the cabinet are two small baskets. “I shall impersonate... a man,” I whisper to myself. I remove the heavy brown robe I’m wearing, fold it neatly, and place it into one of the empty baskets. I follow this by placing my bunny slippers into the other empty basket. As I’m reaching for the green coat, the voices again address me.

“We have decided,” Green spoke cheerfully, “that they are called bowls.”

“Yes,” Red grumbles.

“Thank you,” Blue says with pride.

“And,” Green continues, “that you are unsure of the season.”

That imagery I understand. They’ve used it to refer to me on multiple occasions. The phrase means that I am aware of what’s going on but am stubbornly refusing to accept it. They know I’m lying or trying to hide something. The thing is, you can’t out wait a tree - they’re a patient bunch. I don’t want to linger, so I press on with my plans by lifting the duster from its hook. “I’m not sure,” I have many years behind me, and honestly, these last five will live on in my memories as some of my most cherished. A lot of that is due to Red, Green, and Blue. “I can’t be certain until it happens, of course, but I think I’ll be moving on soon.” Their silence is heartbreaking. I repress the urge to cry and dress in the coat.

The sleeves are wide and edged in gold thread, which weaves around the cuff into an intricate knotwork. The bottom half is left loose, and from the waist up, the garment cinches in snugly, with aged copper buttons holding it closed; it billows rather dramatically when I run. As I finish pushing the last of the nine buttons through its corresponding loop, the transformation is complete. I feel it. It’s more than just a mental change; a tingle ripples along my flesh from head to toes.

When it subsides, I glance up at the mirror at the back of the armoire. I’m not me anymore. My face, thin and pointed, is now much more square with the appearance of tree bark. I have grown a beard the color and texture of soft forest moss while my hair - much longer now, nearly to my shoulders – resembles the coarse and stringy Spanish moss. I’d crafted the look at a time when forests dominated the landscape, but it served just as well hiding in the shadows of this era of concrete and steel. I’d pass for human from a distance, but up close, there’s no resemblance.

My physical change isn’t limited to skin and hair. Padded leather gloves form around my hands – though my fingers are left bare. Soft, black, linen and leather pants and a heavy set of boots, now clothe me. On a small shelf on the inside of the cabinet rests a wooden cylinder about six inches long, two inches in diameter, and decorated with runic carvings. I place that in a large side pocket. I next grab two daggers from the line of them along the doors – a boleen, which I slide into its sheath on the right side of my abdomen, and a dirk, with the pommel of a silver falcon head, into the sheath along my thigh. I move away from the armoire and back to the oak desk. I reach into the glass bowls and carefully choose several stones and twigs, placing each into one of a dozen small, hidden pockets around my coat. I leave the rest, reminding myself again of the need to resupply. I step over to the low encircling wall – also etched in runes – that borders the round, shallow, stone pit at the center of the room. I stand for just a moment with my eyes closed.

“Dig deep,” Red breaks the silence.

“And reach high,” both Blue and Green finish.

I bow.

At the center of the stone ring is a carving of a raven. I tap it now with the toe of my boot and wait as the floor opens up.
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Chapter 3
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Now exposed, the tunnel had a gentle slope that went further underground for about five feet before leveling off and then slowly rising again to the exit at the back of my property. It was about an acre and a half walk through limestone darkness. But first, there was a choice to be made. Cat? Mouse? Dog? Of course, I knew that magic in and of itself was not deadly; however, I also knew that water, in sufficient quantity, will kill you. And I was about to dive headfirst into the deep end of magic. All of us, my brothers and sisters and I, we all have more or less the same talents, but each of us also has one thing that we are really, really, good at.

I'm a shapeshifter. I think proudly. Even before I was chosen, I enjoyed a special connection with animals. I called upon them in battle. My headdress was in the likeness of a falcon. My ax swung with the might of a bear. Of course, in those days, I drew upon their energy to emulate their abilities; these days, I draw upon energy to become them. But it’s dangerous. Probably one of the deadliest forms of magic – well, any of the magics that cause transition can be trouble. The danger of shapeshifting is losing yourself and simply evaporating. Tremendous focus is necessary to carry over the thought, the image, of what you are changing into. It’s a guide. You’ve become rolled out cookie dough, and that image is your cookie cutter. I make it a point to remind myself of all of this because my conscious and subconscious are playing volleyball with my irritation, which may make the transition into and out of a form difficult. But sometimes fun trumps rules. I suppose it’s like knowing that too many cherries can give you the runs, but you eat too many anyway because they’re so yummy. 

“And it’s not as dangerous as teleporting.” I mumble in defense of my overeating of cherries. I recall that one time I tried teleporting – and how badly it had gone. Never again. Although occasionally I will use portals – but they make a lot of noise.

I open my mind, drawing in all of the energy in the room, flooding my body with that harmless background radiation. My skin begins to tingle and then itch, which oddly becomes a tickle, followed by a sense of weightlessness as every molecule of my being is dissolved into the ether like sugar into water. I am a swirl. One with the magic. All that I am - my body, my clothes, my weapons, my supplies - all are pin-pricks of light without meaning. I need to give them meaning. Those points of light reform into quarks within moments, then atoms, then elements, then molecules, and then cells.

There’s a flash of light. There’s always a flash of light, which differs in intensity depending on the size of the change. I’m a cat. What I had been now comprising a ghost image in my mind and an invisible - nearly invisible - aura around me. Like millions of moons circling a planet. I’d pass for a cat, but if someone paid a little too much attention to me, they’d sense something odd about me – might even catch a glimpse of a slight waver about my body. It seldom comes to that, however, as I try to stick to the shadows and the time limit. You can lose yourself in your form and stay lost for a long time. But it’s a welcomed misplacement, calming, simple, fun – when it isn’t forced on you.

Bad memories of a harsh punishment bubble to the surface. It gives me pause – for the length of a heartbeat. I lightly step down. The tunnel surrounds me with nearly three feet above and about me. I occasionally ventured out in larger forms. I move down the passageway, soon coming to a thick root wall that parts easily, and of its own accord, as I approach. A light rain dampens the mouth of the tunnel and my fur. As I trot out into the wet I notice the night had taken the chill of the day and made it cold. I hear the rustle of the roots behind me as they close to hide the tunnel. I gallop towards a tall tree, the tallest tree in fact – Red. I claw my way to the top branches where I hunker down onto a twisted limb to survey the land below me briefly. Sometimes it’s better to ask forgiveness than permission.

I leap away from the safety of Red’s outstretched arm. My body is the epicenter of a silent explosion and then an implosion marked by a flash of light. I’m a bird – a falcon. With a screech, I flap to give myself altitude and head east. My house is about a twenty-minute flight west of the city of Philadelphia. Not my home, but I was with the city at its founding and feel a certain amount of fondness for it. And, as cities tend to be, it’s a draw for a horde of unsavory elements, and thus, a constant source of reason to engage in my hobby. I want to lose myself in my work – forbidden as it is by Them. Well, more like against orders. I hadn’t been told to patrol, but then again, I haven’t been told not to patrol either. Sit down. Stand up. Go here. Go there. Don’t draw attention to yourself. The mission is what matters. Wait for orders. Wait for orders. They knew, They must have known before I was even chosen that waiting is not something I do well. So, really, this is on Them, not me.

A portal would have been quicker. I’ve been to the city hundreds of times; it would have been no trouble. But portals are noisy and leave a lot of wake. Besides, I like to fly. I pass through the rain in about ten minutes and am into the city after another ten minutes. I don’t know if the term “acting shady” translates into bird form, but I keep looking over my wings to make sure nothing is following me. I don’t know why I’m so worried. I try to calm my self, but something is still tingling my senses, like a fly on a spider web. But am I the spider or the fly? You have time, I remind myself. A quick run out and back again, They’ll never know. 

I’ve noticed that They have a harder time tracking me or finding me when I change. It’s as if They are looking for Aedan, and when I’m not him, or even when I am him, because who the hell am I, They can’t lock on. Of course, when They do, questions follow about why They couldn’t find me. I’ve got time.
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