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    As always I dedicate this book to my ever patient family. They live day by day with my weird questions and my total distraction. Without them I would be a crazy cat lady.

To my readers who have been with me and this series since the very first story was written. You insure that I will keep writing tales from my imagination.
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By Lisa Williamson
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Trigger warnings
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In this book I have written descriptions of physical violence against the characters. I in no way support violence against anyone. In this story the main character is a protector and she steps between the world and the dangers that exist.
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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Magic can be really individual. One person can have the ability to call fire, another ice, but it’s still magic. In this world those of us that can use magic or are magic tend to hide in plain sight. Like all the fae and shifters, we have found ways to blend in with the overwhelming amount of normal everyday humans.

Now I'm not claiming to be anything like a fae or shifter. No, I'm just your average, quiet type who fades into the background most days and that is how I like it. For years I would get up, put on my work face and spend the better part of the day being a voice on the phone at a call center. It did not pay much like some seem to think. Just an hourly rate with a little extra from taking orders, enough to pay rent on the apartment I live in and food for my little friends.

You see at that time I really preferred animals to humans. Not surprising after eight hours dealing with both coworkers and customers, right? I'm not a social butterfly like many of those in my office were. I preferred my home, a good book and music over going to a club with the people I had to spend hours with.

I kept my space at work bare of most things except the tiny altar I set up. Now to most it just looked like a pretty glass ball with flecks that shimmer in the right light. In reality it was a warding anchor I had made. Inside the thick globe of glass were tiny mental representations of the elements and when I shake it and whisper, a simple shield springs up around me just big enough to cover my cubicle. It was something simple and it kept the annoyances to a minimum. I could do more, but for a long time I just wanted to go from day to day. I would work, then go home and then spend time with my little friends. It was a cycle I repeated for years after I left my parents home.

You see my special magic is shields and bindings. Years ago I learned that I could manipulate the energies of the universe, if in a minor way. I had found out by surprise that I could bind things by simply closing my eyes and focusing on holding the energies with my mind. I can even bind the power of another will worker, though that isn't as easy and as I grew older I found it was a calling.

It was an emergency at the time I first did this to a living being, so it ended up stronger than I meant. You have to understand that I did it to save a friend's sanity. He was unable to control the magic that washed through is blood. He was a good young man who had a bit of a temper. Once his temper allowed the magic out of the tight bonds he kept around it and he nearly killed me and the one person dearest to his heart. I managed to lock it down tight, sadly it had more of an effect than I intended. One that came back to bite me years later.

It did teach me to be more careful and to make sure to put a lock that can be opened when needed. A lock you ask? If what I do is purely mental then how can a lock be a part of it? Well magic, much of it that is, is done in the mind. It is how we focus and it is built out of our beliefs and our personal way of seeing the world around us.

Wizards and mages will tell you that it is all rituals and can be taught to students by rote and maybe it is true for those types of will workers. But not all of us learn the same way. I know now that there are so many different types of magic and belief in our world that I have never even heard of them all. Just in the Gate city alone we have wizards, mages, bards, witches of all types, shamans and other lesser known will workers. That's where I come in. 

I taught myself how to use the power I saw all around me from the time I was a little child. I was a sick little thing, always with respiratory issues and joints that didn't want me doing things like running around and playing. It meant I spent a lot of time sitting and looking out of windows and feeling lonely.

When I was let outside I would wander away from the other kids and sit in the shadow of a tree. Away from the boisterous energy of the other kids, I would find comfort in the touch of the wind on my skin or the sun warming my bones. I was called an old soul so often that it became an insult to my much younger self.

My parents worried that I had no friends and tried to mold me into the daughter they wanted. They didn't realize that I had friends, just not the children who ran about like perpetual motion machines every day. I drifted through life surrounded by whispers and music and words and it bothered them so much that they tried to force me into church groups. I paid lip service to their god and those churches but as always I stayed at the edge of those groups. It meant that I caught the attention of those who should have been better than they were. From pastors who knew just how to make me feel like one of God's special children, to family friends who wanted me to share secrets with them. 

When I became a teenager I finally put down my foot. I refused to return to that church. It was filled with fake belief and gossip. The belief that so many there claimed was shallow and had little to do with my own. I was finally old enough to spend my time how I wanted to and that was when the first of my little friends told me about the world beyond humans and their church.

My parents luckily believed that children needed animals in their lives. We had a collection of dogs and birds over the years. Mom preferred little dogs, ones that she could pick up and cuddle when she needed comfort. She would talk to her birds as she stroked her dogs and never heard their responses to her silly talk, but I did. It took me a long time to realize that the attention I had longed for as a small child would never be mine, not because of her animals, but because she could not see me as her child. I was just a burden to her. 

I had been listening to the conversations of the furred and feathered for years. I didn't talk back to them because I learned so very young that no one wanted to hear what I had to say. When you are told to be quiet and ignored when you do have something to say, at some point you give up and turn away. I didn't turn to poetry like others, but to nature. I would find whatever small space had not been cut back and paved over to hide in and listen to music. It wasn't like it is today where you could just open an AP on your phone and put in ear buds. No, I had to take an old fashioned tape recorder with me and a couple of cassettes and listen to the music that spoke to me.

I would lie back under the low hanging branches of the scrub pines near the tracks that ran behind our apartment and listen to music. The small lives would come and crouch near me and after a time they would rest their paws either on my tape recorder or me and sway to the music. When I would softly sing along, the little lives decided after being surprised that they too could sing along.

Let me tell you the voice of the chipmunk blending with that of a sparrow is a treat. After a summer of just enjoying peaceful hours away from people and the noise they filled the world with I noticed something. I noticed that I could start to understand the sounds that were coming from my small friends. Did that mean I was a druid or a bard? No, it just meant I had learned to listen, something that was rare among the people I grew up with. 

Sadly the last summer I spent under that tree with my little friends was when I was thirteen. The next year I was expected to get a job and I did, spending my summer surrounded by other teens making meals for more teens. I didn't fit in with them of course and when I got off from work I was expected to help take care of one of my cousins, a child who was a decade younger than I was. I rarely got to just lie around under a tree and commune with my small friends again.

When I was seventeen I met a beautiful boy who saw something inside me that he felt needed to be nurtured. He explained magic and of the world beyond the one that my parents lived in. For a year we played the games of man and maid in secret and when I was finally old enough to leave my mother's home I did so. He moved away soon after, but he left me with an understanding of the bigger world around us. He taught me how to use the energy I could feel all around me to do things that would be considered little magics by many I know now. It was he who opened up my eyes to the little fae who had been trying to talk to me my whole life.

I still struggled to be who I knew I was. I made friends and yet was still only on the fringes of belonging. I added my voice to the conversations, but rarely did someone hear what I truly said. Like so many before me I drowned my true self in flesh and food and drink. I took lovers that used my body, but never truly touched my soul. I suffered in silence, like I had been taught. I let them tell me that it was my fault that they strayed from me. I had left the Gate city and moved into a rural town in the woods of western Massachusetts when I turned twenty. I needed to try and find myself away from my parents and their demands and not long after I did they died together in a car crash. 

And then Marc came along, another beautiful boy, but this time, a troubled one. He was passionate and fierce in both his loving and his temper. He rarely showed me his temper, but I saw it in his reactions to things. He lived like the world was against him and I could see the anger like a dark grey cloud surround him. I never learned why he was so angry. I knew he had a good family life looking in from the outside. He had a mother and father and a brother, but I think, like me, he wasn't understood. He was brilliant and a bit wild. His parents wanted a son who was more traditional. One who would follow in their footsteps and not argue. 

As we became closer I could see that he was the spare son. His older brother was all they could hope for. He was smart, athletic and well, traditional. He loved the world they lived in and did what his parents expected. He played baseball and football, dated the type of girls they wanted him to and got a stable job working in an office, one that paid well. He would come home for family dinners every Sunday and went to church with them. Marc on the other hand was a fey child; slender, yet strong and not at all interested in tradition. He took to going to a dojo and temple. He wanted to work in computer art and special effects and he didn't date, not like his brother.

Marc had grown into a man who was fiercely protective and loving of those he trusted. He would do much for those he considered friends and when he was betrayed he would become your worst enemy. I met him when I was fumbling my way through a class at the dojo. I would watch him working out alone from my place in the corners of the room. He noticed me one day and smiled at me. 

I was lost then. While I had by that time had a few relationships, I was alone and trying to decide if I liked it or not. My last lover had seen me as a comfortable old chair, one to settle in when something more exciting wasn't around to catch his butterfly attentions. I finally found I couldn't take being third best and had broken it off with him six months ago. 

Marc said later that the blush that covered my cheeks when he looked up touched him. He thought I was just a shy little bird who needed someone to bring her out into the light. When my class started he stuck around and watched from the same place I had been sitting. Knowing he was there made me clumsier than normal. Sensei shook his head and corrected me gently each time I stumbled. He knew I was there to try and strengthen my weak joints and was very kind dealing with me.

When I stumbled for the fourth time Sensei looked over and gestured to Marc. “Brother Marc would you mind helping?”

I bowed when he joined us, like I had been taught and then spent the next half hour learning how to properly set my feet so that I didn't trip over them. Marc was patient and kind and after class he took me out to the juice bar down the street for a drink. We found things to talk about and before the night was over had a standing date for a drink after class. By the time we became lovers I had conquered my balance issues and we learned much about each other or so I thought.

The lover part didn't last as long as I had hoped. Like with Cory, my first love, he had to move away for family reasons. We drifted away from being lovers, but managed to stay close, no matter the physical distance between us. Long phone calls and emails were to be looked forward to. I had stopped trying to find myself in the arms of random men and started focusing on the power I held inside. 

The little fae became a constant my life, bringing me crystals to make into protections that I would gift to the few people who seemed to need them. Yes, I was still mostly a loner, but there were acquaintances that needed what I could do. I read a lot and did what I could. It was a few years later when I went to visit him that I found out he had taken a new lover, one that his parents could not approve of. 

Samuel was another beautiful man. With his caramel skin and chocolate eyes, he accepted me as a part of Marc's life within minutes of meeting me. He told me of his past and of their present without me asking a single question. I laughed with them while inside my heart broke that I had been once more replaced. I was happy for them and asked them why they needed my visit. While I had stayed friends with Marc, I knew that he wanted his life there to be separate from the past. It didn't take long to realize that something had changed from the sweet lover I remembered.

It was then that I learned the Marc had grown bitter with the way the world was treating them. His family had disowned him and that hurt him more than he thought it would. The Marc I knew had been gentle if a little aloof. He was filled with mischief and an almost arrogant belief that he knew things better than you did.

When his brother suddenly passed his family closed ranks; they wanted the remaining son to give up his life and become a replacement for the one who had died. I stayed with Samuel when Marc would go to visit his parents and he told me how things were. How they refused to acknowledge him when they called or came to the door. They were constantly trying to get Marc to meet this or that girl, hoping to get a grandchild out of at least one of their boys. While I couldn't visit as often as I felt he needed me to I noticed the changes when I did. While he was happy to see me and was filled with stories about what he and Samuel had done, his stories held cruelty to them. There was a shadow growing over his heart.

It was after I had been visiting for a week that things came to a head. Marc came home from the latest visit with his parents with a black cloud of energy crackling around him. Samuel couldn't see it, he just knew that something was wrong and he went to sooth Marc, to try to get him to talk about it and that is when Marc snapped.

He pushed Samuel away with a hard shove, causing Samuel to snap out his own sharp words. I hissed when I saw Marc turn. His eyes went from the color of an early summer morning to the color of ice. He thrust out his hands and shouted out something. I'm not sure what the words were because it was from an old language that didn't exist any longer. Black lightning snapped out and I instinctively jumped between Marc and Samuel.

Now to say the men were surprised was to say that water is wet. I mean they were a passionate couple who had their spats, but never hurt each other. When I fell back it was Samuel who let out a cry, one that I couldn't. Marc's eyes cleared and then he looked back and forth between us, unsure who to go to first.

While I was hurt, I knew he needed to go to Samuel first. I absorbed what I could and channeled it down into the earth below the floor. I gestured to Samuel and in an instant they were in each others' arms and I could hear words of regret and shame being met with understanding and love. I closed my eyes and shut out their display as I stood back up and walked out of the room. I had wanted those words to be directed to me yet I was happy that they weren't. 

I left their apartment to them, but I didn't go far. I found a bench in the garden that was wrapped about the building and settled there, breathing through the pain that the black energy had given me. By this time I had learned all about magic and power and how to channel things away from me. I wasn't as good as I should be, but at least I could make the pain decrease.

I sat silently, chanting. My lips moved, but no sound came out and that was how I wanted it to be. No one needed to know the pain I lived with. When one of the birds in the trees hopped down to sit on my clasped hands I relaxed and listened to the little voice telling me that everything would be okay. One of the squirrels even came and put a nut on the bench next to me; offering me sustenance like I was a kit. When the tears came he climbed up my arm and patted my face, wiping them away. It tickled and made me actually relax.

When the men came looking for me my new little friends scattered and I sighed. I knew what was coming. He would apologize, tell me that it was just too much dealing with them and ask me for some wise words about how to deal with his family, all without talking about his lack of control. He would not see the pain I was feeling was less about the physical and more that I was once more a shadow in someone else's life.

Samuel spotted me first and he called out to Marc where I was. He came to kneel before me and he softly apologized. I told him it was okay, but it wasn't really. He saw that I was hiding things and he placed a hand on mine before Marc came around the corner. “He is afraid that he really hurt you.” His big eyes looked deep into mine and he continued. “He knows that no matter how happy for him you are that you still love him. He didn't mean to hurt us. He would never willingly hurt you. It’s just that he can't seem to control whatever this thing inside him is.” There was something then I wish I had paid attention to. Like a whisper underneath his words and a shadow that flickered in his eyes.

I nodded with a heavy sigh. “I know, my friend. He is a good man, just one with a temper.” I looked up into the tree branches and continued. “Yes, I do still love him, but I know I am not what he needs, you are. Don't worry about me. I can so easily see how you are his heart.” He leaned up and gave me a hug. While he was a wonderful man, it wasn't him that I wanted to feel hugging me.

Marc came around the corner and looked so relieved that I hid my reaction. He walked over with a tentative look on his face “Are you okay?” 

I smiled and shrugged. Physically the pain had faded back to the level I was used to. Samuel looked up at Marc with tenderness and love and I felt my heart squeeze. I had to do something for these two and then go. It was time to let him go for real. “Um, we need to talk my friends.”

The men looked at each other like two boys caught doing something naughty. “Come back inside?” Marc held out a hand to help me up and I nodded, my mind working out how to tell him he needed to do something about the dark power in his blood.

Once we were back inside and I had curled up in their overstuffed chair, I looked Marc deep in the eyes. “How long has the power been flaring like that?”

He looked away and shook his head. “I'm not sure.”

Samuel reached over and squeezed his fingers. “Since we came out to his parents.”

With a sigh I nodded. “So this has been building for a while then.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “And I take it you haven't been back to temple since you...”

“Since I moved back here,” Marc sounded tired then. “I stopped when my parents started on me about going back to church.”

“Oh, love. That was not wise.” While I didn't follow his path I knew that the teachings of Buddha had helped him control his temper and to find a type of inner peace. “And you stopped going to the dojo?”
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