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This novel contains scenes of violence both against fantasy versions of wildlife and against my characters. If you have issues with such things, please try a different book. As with all my work I do not intend to justify or glorify those who would harm animals or humans. This is purely a work of fiction.
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The sound of boot heels carried through the fog that was wrapping about my trench coat. I smiled and slowed my pace. While walking in the early morning fog was one of my favorite things, not many tended to agree with me. Usually on the days the fog came up from the creek it burned off before the mothers walked their children to school.

My own boot heels were quiet in the dim light. Rubber soles tend to be quiet on sidewalks. When I turned onto Cox Mill I headed up the short hill with a smile on my face. Cox Mill is lined with houses and trees. A suburban neighborhood of houses and apartment complexes that aren't the cookie cutter styles of much of Barrie. The fog was thicker, closer to Lovers creek. The steps behind me sped up as if my follower was trying to keep me in sight.

I chuckled softly and reset my fedora so it shaded my eyes. My hair was pulled back into my usual French braid and when I flipped up the collar of my coat it was out of sight. As I walked, I flicked my fingers and whispered. “Cover me in white.”

As the fog swirled and thickened I stepped between two of the houses that were close together on this part of the street. My magic swirled the fog so that I was a mere shadowy form and waited for my follower to pass me by. One of the easiest things I do is disappear from sight. It made much of my life easier. I am not a fan of confrontation in most forms. Learning how to fade from people's awareness made high school a time that passed mostly quietly. As an adult, it meant I didn't have to deal with rude people unless I wanted to.

The footsteps picked up speed as I faded from sight, as if that would bring me back into view; the man who had been following me for blocks passed by before stopping. “I know you are there, woman. Your little trick isn't that impressive.”

I nearly snorted then. It wasn't a trick; it was a spell, if a weak one, but I knew that voice. With a soft breath I sighed out, 'away' and the fog drifted to behind me. “It's better than you could do, hound.” I admit my voice was a bit snippy, but I was tired of being followed everywhere.

He stepped toward me, giving me a once over as I stepped out of the shadowy fog. “What are you playing at, Angel?”

Crossing my arms over my breasts, I rolled my eyes. “I was taking a walk; you know, go outside, and get some fresh air, alone.”

Eric stepped closer, his eyes still looking me over. I never understood his determination to make sure I was alright. It wasn't like I walked into danger the way he did. I slid down the glasses that protected my sensitive eyes whenever I went outside and gave him a little head shake.

“At least you wore the leather this time.” 

“Of course I did. It isn't exactly summer you know.” Okay, I was being a bit of a bitch, but I get that way when I have to deal with over protective asses.

Not that Eric was really that bad. At 5'8” he wasn't imposing really. Yeah, he was taller than my 5'4” self, but most of the Canine shifters tended to be over six feet and filled with attitude. Most days he was fun to be with, or had been before the Hunters had decided that Barrie was their favorite place to be in Canada. The stories that moved through the Other community like wild fire had a lot of the lesser known shifters packing up and heading elsewhere.

Eric though, had latched onto me long ago and he straight up said he wasn't leaving me alone till I wised up. He believed I should have either moved into the safe house that the Crones had set up for those not a part of a coven or gathered my books and headed out of town like the pack had. Not that I could. In some ways I am as tied to this place as the fae are. I might live just out of town, but just picking up and going was harder than he understood for me.

Of all the magic users in the community, most could and did roam about. Yeah, they had their home bases that they returned to, but I'm not like most. I need to walk the streets of this city in the early hours and the hours between dusk and true night. I am a Magician. No not a mage, those workers of the will who see spells in the air, symbols that let them know what was being cast. I feel it, like the pressure of the air on the skin. Once I lived miles and miles from this place, but tragedy and magic sent me to this city that was now my home.

Feeling magic like a brush across my skin was both wonderful and painful. I rarely if ever wander outside without most of my skin covered. I don't mean like women are forced to do by some cultures, no male dominated religion tells me to cover my skin. No, it is a shield between me and the magic of others.

Part of why I wander the city in the early hours is because most are sleeping or at best at their tables eating breakfast. I can walk and deal with the levels of natural magic that any place with life has. I balance the good and removed the bad. Too much a good thing is as wrong as the bad.

Eric stepped up and touched my cheek. My face is one of the few places that I leave uncovered. “I told you to just give me a heads up and I will cover your back.” 

I looked up into his eyes like melting chocolate and smiled. “My back is covered,” I shifted my shoulders so that the leather of my trench coat creaked. “And I have told you I don't need you in the early morning. I will agree that in the evening a companion is helpful, but no one was truly awake when I headed out today.”

He rolled his eyes, looking up at the misty sun. “No one she says; like I didn't just send that pack of street filth running two days ago.”

I laughed then at his put on tone. Reaching out, I took his fingers in my gloved ones and squeezed lightly. “And that was at sunset if I remember correctly.” Sighing, I looked at my watch and stepped around him. “I need to finish this street before the kids start rolling out of bed, Eric. If you want to scold me wait till I am finished.”

He sighed and stepped to walk two steps back and one to the right of me. “You still haven't explained why you do this every day. Is it some mage thing?” When I shot him a look he rolled his eyes. “Okay, Magician thing. Though what the difference is I have no idea.”

“Most don't, and I like it that way. Now let me concentrate.” I went back to my former pace; my boots only occasionally making a scuffing noise on the sidewalk as I focused my attention on the area around me. 

The houses slowly grew further apart, which was nice. This was a good neighborhood; filled with friendly people I am told. Walking past the bard's house, I lightly brushed my fingers over the lattice arch she had over the walk to her door. This time of the year the climbing vine hadn't blossomed yet, but she had planted some colorful annuals that glowed in the fog. 

Plants put out small fields of healthy magics when they were growing. No matter if they are plants of good or ill intentions; their magic was soft and refilled the world with balance. I just added a little strength to the blossoms of her garden and those of the next few homes. This set of homes was filled with light side people. I wasn't sure if the older couple a few houses down were will workers or not, but the garden of blossoms that fronted their home every year was certainly filled with a gentle kind of happy magic.

I sped up a bit as I crossed the entrance to the first of the apartment complexes. These places were confusing to my senses. Too many beings in one place made the magic muddy with energy. There were a few bright spots, like the storyteller, but many of the apartments were filled with anger or despair. If I was alone I would stop and try to add some balance here, but the impatience at my shoulder had me continue.

By the time I had almost reached Hurst, Eric started to relax. Maybe it was because things were less intense the closer to the pond we got. The wilder small lots of land had the little fae, some just stirring and putting out their own special gift to the world.

I smiled when I heard an almost snuffle behind me. You see when I called Eric a hound that was what he was. There are a lot of shifters in this place. Most of them aren't what you would expect. When most people think of people changing into animals they think of the weres, wolves or bears or even dragons, but shifters are much more common and a natural part of the world.

Eric was a bloodhound shifter. Yeah, those dogs that cop shows had brought in when they were hunting for missing bodies, alive or dead. He had once worked with the cops and not because he had a choice. When you grow up in the sticks there is a lot expected of you. His family was known by the cops in the small town he grew up in and they would call on them whenever someone had a need. He had thought to get out of that duty by joining the army, but well, you can imagine what happened when his CO figured out what they had. 

Yes, there are whole units of weres and shifters working for and against the governments. Usually they were the more martial types. The wolves, the shepherds and other breeds who loved to hunt were drafted into service. Eric was a lot like his dog counterpart. He was stubborn, even tempered and rarely did he let his temper out. A gentle and affectionate male, he had latched onto me when I had appeared in the city.

I wasn't a native of Barrie. I moved up here trying to escape those who thought I was an empath. They wanted someone who could control the emotions of the unsuspecting. That is not what I do. I do not feel others emotions nor control them. Though I admit there are times I can; usually when those who do have the projection empathy are around. I have helped a few control their ability with my magic and even helped contain a few with an old friend who lived back home in the States.

When we reached the intersection of Cox Mill and Hurst I stopped with a sigh. It was coming up on eight in the morning and traffic was starting. The fog was starting to lift and it was time for me to either grab a bus and run errands or head back to my place. I looked down Hurst and shrugged as I spotted the Circle K. A drink, while a bit pricey there, would be welcome. Using my magic, even in the basic way of the morning walk, tended to make my thirsty; I hadn't grabbed my clip on water bottle thinking I was only going to take a short walk. The fact that I had walked from my small home over by Little Lake to here was just a part of what I do. This walk took a normal human over two hours, for some reason I have been able to cover distances like this in under an hour. That always shocked the other will workers out there. To me it was just walking the path of power. In days long past I could do an eight hour walk in four, but that was when I was in wooded tracks and not city streets.

Rolling my neck as I waited for the light to change, I smiled at Eric. “Want some breakfast?”

He moved up to my side and nodded. “Of course, I'm usually hungry.” He looked back down Cox Mill. “Head back to Big Bay Point?”

I shook my head and pointed to the Circle K. “We can grab something cheap over there and then walk back toward home.”

He made a face then. He was not a fan of convenience store food. He was a bit of a snob when it came to food actually. Don't try telling him that a burger from fast food joint is as good as one from the grill in our back yard. He will give you a long disgusted look before telling you just what was in those burgers. I laughed and shook my head, crossing the street when the light changed. “I was thinking of a drink and something light till we can catch a bus back to home and...”

“Just call a cab. I'll pay for it and we will get home quicker.” His voice was level and soft and the look he shot me told me he noticed I was starting to flag. I admit I haven't been as fit as I had been in the past. A few unexpected injuries over the past few years had messed with my stamina.

“I still need a drink.” I moved past the fenced in wetland, pausing for a moment to watch the duck pair as they glided across the water. Nature was all over in Barrie, but it was best in the outer neighborhoods. There were places that were protected that allowed the birds to nest in safety. In a few short weeks those ducks would have a new batch of hatchlings following them on the water.

I was just turning back toward the Circle K when a wave hit me between the eyes. I put out my hand, using the tall chain link fence to stay on my feet. My skin felt like I was bleeding and I closed my eyes behind the dark purple lenses of my glasses. 

Eric was at my side in a step and slid a strong arm around my waist. “Where?”

He knew that my reaction meant that dark magic had been used nearby. The stronger my reaction the fresher it was. I reached out that sense that made me what I was and then pointed. He made sure I was steady on my feet before leaping over the fence and loped over toward the deep reeds. It took him only a minute to find what had been left behind.

I heard a growl and then he came bounding back with something in his arms. I swallowed and when he stepped on the sidewalk, I whispered, “Contain.” With a twist of my fingers a sparkling ball of energy floated over and settled across what I knew was hidden in the reeds.

“A family of otter kin.” Was what he said and I saw he was holding two pups in his arms. They were limp, but breathing.

I nodded and placed my hands just over their little backs. I am not a healer by any stretch of imagination, but I can give some of my magic to those in need and these little ones had been drained down to the dregs by whatever killed their parents. “Recharge,” I spoke softly and this time the energy that left my hands enveloped the pups before sinking into their oh so soft fur. They stirred with little cries of sadness and fear.

Eric tenderly slid them inside his jacket so they felt the heat of his body and as expected they curled up against him. These pups were too young to be away from family and needed care. Pulling out my phone, I scrolled down my contacts debating who to call. Otter kin were not at all common in this place. They usually lived in the wilder places in Ontario.

I had contacts in the Fae and the Other kin communities, but it would take them time to get here. So instead I called that cab that Eric wanted. After using more power than I had planned I was feeling nauseous. I needed that drink, preferably something filled with calories. 

I told the cab to pick us up at the Circle K and then made my way over to the store. As Eric had the cubs, I didn't try to lean on him. The downside of using magic is you have to replace what you use. A true mage would pull the power they needed from the ley lines or pools of magic that the city was filled with. I couldn't do that. I used the power inside myself and if I didn't replace it with calories, well I would fall over like a diabetic whose sugar has dropped too low.

To be honest, that was truly what was happening. By the time we reached the store my head was spinning. I waved for Eric to stay outside with the cubs and went inside. I grabbed up a handful of candy bars before heading to the coolers. Lucky for me they had been stocked before I got there. I snagged a few of the high energy drinks that are loved by the teenage humans and some milk for the cubs. Paying the attendant, I went back out with the bag on my wrist, the first candy bar already unwrapped and half eaten.

Eric made a face while he watched me eat six of them in under a minute and then drink down two of the large energy drinks. “Damn, woman, why didn't you grab your pack this morning?”

I sighed and shook my head. “I didn't expect to do more than a short walkabout and balance.”

He waved at the parking lot. “A short walkabout? Hun, you are a long way from short here. I swear if it wasn't for me you would be face flat on the ground every day.” His voice had gone all growly and the cubs had let out little squeaks, like they were scared. He spoke much quieter and softer to them, taking the milk from me.

He wasn't angry at me, I knew that. He was concerned and he was right. I had been known to pass out before he appointed himself my protector. Because of how my magic worked I was never sure how deep the pool of energy I held was. I leaned back against the wall of the building and shivered in my leathers. 

“I was called into the fog this morning.”

He rolled his eyes and nodded. He understood that the path I took was determined by the call of the magic. I would wander where I was needed and fix the imbalance. It was what I was born for. “Where is that cab?”

I nodded with my chin when a dark sedan pulled up. I hadn't called the local cab service, because let’s be honest, would a normal cabby let you in carrying two otter cubs? No, I called another Other who just happened to run a car service for people in need. “Gerry just pulled up.”

I smiled as I watched Eric relax. He knew Gerry, our local coywolf shifter. One of the bigger breeds of canine shifters, he was one of only a handful in the local area. Coywolves had been growing in population, but slowly. Their natural counterparts were shy and trying to find their place between the wolves and coyotes who roamed this part of Ontario. 

Gerry was a scruffy looking elder of his kind; actually a garrulous member of the community. He loved to talk about anything that caught his attention. Being a solitary he didn't have a pack to tell his tales to so he had taken on the job of carting Others in need around, all for the low price of a few bucks and letting him ramble. He was a font of information, some really good, sometimes things you didn't want to know. I had an agreement with him that he would not tell any tales about me and my actions. I didn't want word getting around about me.

“Alisha, my dear, you need to get in.” Gerry was out of his car and around to me before I stood up. He ignored Eric long enough to sit me in the passenger side of the sedan and then looked over to my partner and protector. “Ah, I see; back seat with you, kid. I'll turn up the heat for those littles you are holding.”
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​Chapter two
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For a wonder Gerry was mostly silent as he pulled out onto Hurst and headed toward Big Bay Point. “There is a house a bit closer to the center of town that is up for sale, did you know?”

“Checked it out, not defensible enough.” Eric answered for me. It was true, the house Gerry was referring to was in one of the new complexes being raised near the Lake. While I was glad to see new places going up, I liked the old doctor's house I currently lived in. Eric thought of it as defensible, but I just liked the feel of older homes. 

Yeah, the stairs were steep and narrow, but that was a good thing. I lay my head back on the headrest and let them talk back and forth. The trip by car was a lot faster than walking it had been, even with my using the magic paths. In just over a half hour he was pulling into my driveway and we slipped out with a promise to give him a call whenever we needed a ride. I made a mental note to send him an electronic payment for the ride. He might want to just be of service, he still had expenses and it wasn't right not to.

Eric got me and the cubs inside and then set the locks. I headed to the kitchen for some real calories and chuckled when I heard the squeaks of the cubs following me. They were young, young enough that they felt more comfortable in their otter form. I didn't mind, of course, after all the body is just a sleeve for the spirit.

Grabbing the eggs and bacon I turned to put them on the counter by the stove. “Now, little ones we need to find your family.”

The bolder of the pair swarmed up my body to curl around my shoulders. “Mistress Magician is going to make human food?” They might now be orphans, but food was more important than an adult asking them about other kin.

This was a male cub and obviously filled with the curiosity that their kind was known for. I nodded, turning toward the table and after lifting him down; I slipped off my trench coat. I was inside now and I didn't need the spelled leather. It, my hat, and gloves were placed on the table and I went to wash my hands before starting. When I turned back I saw the two cubs sitting on my table and sniffing my things. “No nibbling on them.”

They looked up with solemn little faces and nodded, putting their hands behind them. Someone had taught them young not to mess with magic items, a good thing for sure. I got the bacon started and scrambled up the whole dozen of eggs. Between two growing cubs and my hulking protector I was sure this would not be enough. The candy and energy drinks had been enough to head off the shakes, but I needed protein soon.

Thankfully this was something that shifters understood. In fact they sometimes acted like I was a shifter stuck in human form. Whenever I had helped one of the shifter kind, they would feed me. It was a kindness that they did so. Usually shifters only fed those they claimed as family.

“I got word to the collective. Someone will be here in about an hour. Long enough for you to eat and get ready.” Eric took the spatula from my hand and nodded toward the stairs. “Go, you know you need to.” He stirred the eggs and smiled when the same cub climbed him to watch. “So what name are you using, cub?”

I sighed and started up the stairs. He was right. I needed to do a quick cleanse and get my shields up. While the cubs were welcome, adults tended to test my shields. Not that they meant to, no most were kind and polite, but after what we found there would be a lot of questions, ones that I didn't have answers for. The bodies of the cubs’ parents were under a dome of magic, one that would hold in any trace that could tell investigators what happened.

While Eric in his hound form could probably track that path, I had a feeling deep down that it would not be that easy. For one thing once I fed up I would have to go back out and deal with the dark magic pool there. I had only contained it because I knew there was a more important matter to deal with, namely the two cubs. Closing the door to my bedroom I stripped down to the skin and walked into the attached bath. 

Older homes like this only had the one bathing room, but I had taken what inheritance I had and installed a second more specific one to the master bedroom. It was much different than the other one. There was a skylight, that shouldn't exist that showed an arch of clouds and blue sky above the bathing pool. I had strung dozens of crystals from the ceiling and there were water loving plants all around. I sighed with relief as I felt the water cover my skin. 

While I looked mostly like a human woman of about thirty, I was something else. As I said before I covered most of my skin when outside of the house and the reason was more than the effect of the sun and weather. Due to something I try not to remember from my past I have thin scars that cover most of me. A human would have died, but I had enough magic to not. Ever since that day I had to spend time each day submerged in water like I was some kind of mermaid. 

I added the special oil blend that would coat and soften the scars and lay my head back. If I had time I would sink so that I was fully immersed, but I knew I didn't have an hour to just soak. I closed my eyes and inhaled the fragrance of the oils for a few blissful minutes. The tub had been hand carved out of a single large piece of quartz. Embedded along the edge were carved amethysts and both stones were meant to amplify and enhance healing. 

I wasn't damaged, just a bit drained by the unexpected use of my magic. I freely gave of my magic to balance the city I had grown to love. Each little bit of magic I used to balance the world needed to be replaced as would be expected. I had used more than I thought just walking from my home to Cox Mill. Humming a soothing tune that a friend from back in the states wrote for me, I felt my magic pool refilling, if slowly. Now I don't want you thinking that something simple like casting a shield drained me. It was the strength of the contamination and the fact that I had not been prepared that caused me trouble; just like I hadn't been five years ago. This time though I had Eric and a better understanding of what my limits were.

I enjoyed the water as long as I could and then got out and dried my skin. Reaching for the basket that I received once a month from Tessa, the Healer back in Nashua, I smoothed the cream over as much of my skin as I could reach. The gentle scent of lilac brought me back to the days before I had to leave.

I pulled on the silks that were easiest on my skin and slid my feet into my house boots. Unlike the thick soled leather ones I wore outside, they were more moccasins than Goth wear. I debated putting the silk gloves on my hands and settled for the pair of fingerless gloves that Eric gifted me with over the holidays. They left my fingertips free so that I could sense things I needed to with touch. 
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