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        To you.

        Because of you, this story won’t just live in my head anymore.

        Now it can live in yours.
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      Ember Lee stood elevated up the hill from the Trifecta High throng where they congregated at the End of the World. The serpentine road curved through the forest, a sunken river of asphalt that led from the gridded streets of Town. For the last mile, broad Redwood pines and dense brush grew next to the raised shoulders, blocking out the sights and sounds of all they knew. The road drifted in lazy, descending arcs and directed a wandering eye to city lights in the valley below, a place far, far away and just as impossible to reach as a fairy-tale castle.

      Animals passed this point without struggle, and vegetation grew as if all were well. A person stopped as if hitting a glass door that declined to break. A car would crash, hood crumpled, with no damage to be seen in the barrier's emptiness. Attempts to use small stones to line the dome failed when the wind or other force pushed them until they rolled on through and escaped, not bound by the same rules. No one wanted to set a concrete marker. A long-term solution unsettled Trifectans who didn’t want this trap to prove permanent.

      Though the barrier encircled the entire town, the End of the World was special. This spot was the most accessible within human territory, and the last place where a road met the barrier, all other intersections destroyed over the past two decades by the encroaching forest or by purposeful demolition. A ‘Now Leaving’ sign on the shoulder was a mocking reminder that people had once traveled unhindered. Had it been reachable, crowds like the one gathered now would have mutilated the rectangular declaration. Instead, it stood a few feet beyond an energy so strong no person had ever forced their way through, and the white metal remained steadfast, aged only by fading letters and small bites of rust.

      The sign mocked those who approached, fed negative sparks into the charged atmosphere. The End of the World pulsed with raw intensity that burned from the deepest places of being told “You Can’t.”

      You can’t have the same freedoms as your parents. No cell phones. No TV channels beyond the town’s one, no chance to surf that complicated thing called the internet. All your information will come from old books, because you can’t get new ones, not for your homes and not for your school.

      You can’t drive the road as it recedes into the east, an arrow to the forbidden freedom of the city lights seen on the lowered horizon. A solid, invisible wall stops you. The same magic that pushed the Witches and Fae into the human realm and trapped the races together, forced to coexist, compelled to accept the end of travel.

      You can’t visit the north and east, because that is where the mages live. Forced from their realms into this one with the barrier’s birth, an agreement between the classes split the land. The Laws of Convergence allow for movement between the territories, sure, but going beyond Town takes you from the comfort of humanity and into the suspicious cultures of magic.

      Fae and Witches hadn’t existed in the human realm of Terra before the Fade. Fae had lived in Gypsum and the Witches had Heldu, realms that shared the Earth, though on different sides of the same page. Two decades ago, the Veil between them malfunctioned over the town of Trifecta. Fae and Witches living in the same space within their realms were forced from home and into the human realm. The Veil hardened, creating an impenetrable bubble around Trifecta where all three races found themselves trapped, and forgotten.

      Twenty years was long enough to become complacent and accept life had changed, and to acknowledge the outside world seemed to have forgotten their small mountain city.

      A million years would never be enough to stop the yearning, to stop the desperate hope that one day the invisible, impenetrable barrier would fall.

      Ember wrapped thin arms around herself to protect her narrow frame against the evening chill. Long black hair encircled her neck, secured under the ties of her multiple sweater hoods. She used the massive Redwood to cut off any gusts of wind and wished she’d put on another pair of socks. It was quieter up here, the heavy forest able to muffle the music and shouts from the party. Nothing blocked the shared sense of need, and that pissed her off. She didn’t want to share a fading thing with those humans, or admit they might be the same. Yet, she kept watching.

      Vehicles parked on the pine-needle covered shoulders, backed up against the rise of the forest. Headlights angled along the road from each side, past the barrier, and flooded the asphalt like a runway. High beams that didn’t bounce off the end of town sign sent a cloud of light into the nothingness over the drop of the small mountain’s decline. They back lit the teen rockstar playing the young crowd. His fists thrust into the onyx sky to encourage cheers. Drivers tuned their car radios to the same station to play the same song, pulsing bass into the night.

      The boy on the runway stretched his chest with a few elbow thrusts behind him, then shot over the last patch of level ground. A few steps before the descent, he leaped high, turned his shoulder to the moon and slammed into the thick air of the barrier with silent impact. His rebound crash to the pavement and consequent moan drowned under the approval of those around him, even though the magical dome remained.

      “Man, you took that hard!”

      “I bet that was the highest jump. Hey, who’s keeping track?” The different greetings and accolades floated to Ember’s chilled ears.

      “Bouncers.” Chase whispered the slur from close behind her.

      “A lot like us, standing here in the cold, just watching,” she shot back.

      Chase’s lanky form stood out from the lighter shadows as he slipped past her. “Let’s go, then.”

      Four others appeared in pairs. The group was composed of Halfers, people who claimed blood from two races, all human, some Witch, some Fae. Mixed-race kids were unwelcome beyond their outcast, underground community, nicknamed such because of their ability to hide between the cracks.

      The Halfers’ preference for segregation from the “normal humans,” or topsiders, proved mutual. The town was too small for a person to take on a false label and identity equalled status. One could not claim topside humanity without a parent to support that, a friend to insist on it, a family to document it.

      Parents of the Halfers could become outcasts themselves, an admittance of an unwelcome relationship between the races. So, instead they hid their pregnancies and either tried to hide their offspring, or ‘gift’ them to the underground community where the topsiders thought they’d be more welcome. Sometimes babies passed off in the shadows struck a memory of abandonment in the new caregivers. Every once in a while, privileges the topsiders enjoyed that they didn’t have irritated the Halfers, such as caring parents and car usage. On those nights, members of the underground found solace in taking away a few of the topsider’s toys.

      If Halfers were capable of magic, no Fae or Witch parent came forward to share knowledge with them. Human parents were the same. Halfers had become resourceful borrowers and thieves, and had their own forms of education that allowed them to get back at the topsiders just fine.

      “Old gasoline vehicles had loads of ways to disable them. Electrical, potato in a tailpipe, sucking out fuel.”

      Ember checked out the speaker. He was twelve years old and on his first prank, trembling despite his coat. Ember had started with the crew at the same age and five years later her heart rate maintained its steady rhythm during Chase’s fun and games.

      Keegan stopped the kid’s lecture with a heavy hand to his nape. “Keep sucking tailpipes to yourself and you’ll be fine. All we need are these.” Keegan’s wide shoulders loomed as he tossed altered cell phones and twisted cords to Chase and the last pair of the crew. Though mobile service was part of Trifecta’s past, limited resources resulted in using everything still left. An old phone was a handheld computer and angry outcasts made the best hackers.

      “Should you be caught, we blame it all on you.” With a parting evil grin, Keegan took the new kid in tow and circled around to cross the street. Ember allowed herself a returning smirk, knowing the darkness hid it.

      “We start at the far end of this side.” Chase shimmied underneath the last vehicle, an 8 seater van.

      Ember jimmied the charge port. Chase extended the plastic encased cord for her to grab and fit into the outlet. Not an exact match. She had to hold it and keep watch while Chase uploaded a bug that would make the battery appear drained the moment the vehicle shifted into drive.

      A petite girl with an oversized pom pom on her knitted hat showed off her straddle jump. Another ovation followed by a groan and the crowd demanded the next person bust through or break their bones trying.

      Time would be up when the last kid jumped. If they didn’t finish, Ember wouldn’t get paid. Chase was the only one who traded with her and her mother in this town of limited resources. She couldn’t chance going home empty handed. Chase’s pranks weren’t what she considered work, but he claimed it was effort worth paying for. With her cut being a bag of food, that was all the reason she needed to join the crew for an evening.

      “Done,” Chase said.

      Ember tossed him her end of the cord, shut the charge port, and crept along the line to repeat the process. With four cars bugged and the fifth begun, she caught the sound of footsteps on gravel, then a longer slide and a surprised gasp when somebody slipped.

      “Verge,” he cursed. “Brandt, why did you push me?”

      Aaron Harwell. His perfect house sat a few yards down the road from hers. Their usual habit of ignoring each other might change if he spotted her vandalizing. Chase pressed the phone closer to his chest to hide the light, signaling he was not willing to abort. She peeked over the hood of the car to guard against the humans’ progress.

      “Just making sure you didn’t break anything. Maybe not the best idea to rush into the barrier at ground level,” Brandt said.

      “As opposed to what everyone else is doing?”

      “You bounce off it softer the higher you get.”

      “Says who?” Aaron asked.

      “Fade, man, what’s your problem?”

      Aaron grumbled something in response as their footsteps landed on the other side of the vehicle. Chase shimmied under the car to hide, one sport pants clad leg extended from the hem of his tunic length hoodie.

      Dedicated to the end. Fine. Ember adjusted her grip on the cord to maintain the connection. If she didn’t hold it steady, they would have to begin again, or abort. Chase’s plan did not include giving up.

      Ember rose from her crouch, and leaned against the evidence. Her presence drew the human boys’ attention. To ensure she had their entire focus, she eased off her hoods to release her long, black hair, trying to look calm.

      Brandt stumbled with her sudden appearance from behind the car. He glared at her and recovered, chest thrust forward as if he wanted to prove he could tower over her and stay six feet away. Brandt’s fashion twin with a Trifecta High letter jacket and dark jeans, Aaron’s taller frame sidestepped in front of him, massaging the upper part of his left arm.

      “It’s the Trimarked girl,” Aaron soothed. Brandt straightened in surprise and peeked around the sandy curls atop Aaron’s head. Ember’s lips quirked in a self-deprecating smile. Right. The Trimarked girl.

      Human mom. Witch dad. Born on Fae soil. The worst offenses anyone could make prenatal, and the only of her kind.

      Brandt lugged a thick, mucus-filled wad of saliva across the hood. Ember twisted to avoid it while struggling to keep the off-size cord connected to the car’s larger port. The spit landed in a weighted glob on her shoulder. The smell alone had her face turned away, arm angled back. A slight pinch flickered over the hand holding the connection and she hissed, betting she’d caused a spark with the jostle.

      “What are you doing here?” Brandt spoke as if his kind owned the world. Ember smiled.

      “Taking bets on who gets the worst concussion.”

      “Holy shit, the mutt talks.” Ember’s shoulders stiffened at Brandt’s insult. She kicked toward Chase to urge him to hurry.

      “Multiple languages,” she offered. Aaron winced as he rolled his shoulder.

      “She isn’t worth it. Her guardian--” he tried, but guys like Brandt….

      “Barking ain’t a language.” Not even clever. Ember wasn’t paying attention to his words. She tracked the way his feet crossed over each other, how he knocked Aaron’s hand away as he passed his friend. “And she isn’t worth a lick of spit.”

      Chase tugged at the cord. She dropped it, slipped her leg from his gentle grip on her ankle and met Brandt’s firm footed steps.

      “Oh, so you want this back?” Ember swiped the horrid smelling slime and slapped it across Brandt’s scratchy cheek. Brandt’s rage cooked deep within him. His reaction was slowed by drink, and allowed her to step closer to slam her knee into his crotch. He doubled over, which made it easy to lean forward, grab his wavy brown hair and smash his face into the hood.

      But guys like Brandt never go down unless it’s in flames. He burst upright, twisted from Aaron’s attempt to restrain him, ignored the blood flowing from his nose and reached for her. His fingers brushed her hoodie, but missed. Ember redirected fight energy into flight up the inclined shoulder, determined to reach the forest.

      A tree split in two. Ember didn’t adjust fast enough and crashed into a hard, hot torso covered in a tailored wool sweater. She inhaled pine and mist in a warm pocket of air. A shudder wrapped around a bone deep quiver as familiarity with the scent clashed against the foreign feel of contact.

      Heavy hands decorated with smooth, curved tattoos  pressed on her upper arms. He maneuvered her against the trunk as if she were a piece on a game board. Not a friend, yet not unwelcome at this moment, Nicu put her in her place and turned his back so her view settled on tight layers of long, narrow box braids as he faced the boys down the hill.

      Shock was the only reason she stayed, she told herself.

      Shock and a little thrill at what would come next for that jerk who thought he could spit on her.
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      Nicu Coccia did not have time for distractions. He must manage them, regardless, especially when they came in the form of chaos embodied, otherwise known as the Trimarked Child.

      Using his body, Nicu barricaded the hybrid girl from her attacker, a menacing warning banked in his amber eyes. Brandt scrambled in retreat to the car. His hand slipped on the bumper before he hauled himself to his feet.

      “Hey, give us a chance to explain,” Aaron said, placing a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      Nicu used the play of shadows and light, angled his jaw and furrowed his brows, pushed thick sleeves up muscled forearms to display long, curved lines of Living Ink, tattoos one shade darker than his skin. A twist of his wrist made the rolling pattern appear to move. The boys flinched back.

      As if he’d waste any genuine power on the pair.

      “Leave her be,” Nicu demanded.

      “What the hell,” Brandt argued.

      “You didn’t see who attacked first.”

      Nicu turned to Aaron with those words, saw the human’s eyes focused on the shadows behind him, toward Ember. Whether to shift the blame or gain support, neither would work. They should at least believe their own rumors that he guarded the girl at all times, should assume he was aware of what they’d done.

      “Bullies have a way of twisting the truth.”

      Aaron’s attention refocused where it should be, on Nicu. The human’s jaw clenched. He rubbed his arm, no doubt a souvenir of their stupid weekend rally.

      After a last long assessment of the two friends, one hurt and one drunk, Nicu let his features relax, his eyes hood, then turned away. The message: They were not worth his time.

      “Verge, Brandt, learn when to stop,” Aaron hissed and returned his friend to the party.

      One more distraction to handle.

      The hybrid child stood rigid as the tree, fingertips against the bark as if that contact alone had kept her still. Of course she stayed. Nicu hadn’t said she could leave.

      The Fae had long since placed him in charge of her, responsible for keeping her under control and to report if the worst were to happen. A human interaction was minor, yet dangerous. If she’d felt truly threatened, there was a chance she’d reach deep, find something she should not touch, defend herself with it regardless of the consequences. A display of High Magic, a potential effect from being born on Fae soil.

      Fae magic was two sided. Their main abilities aligned with Nature. They dove deep within the physical to extract magical atoms and produce elegant Works of function and beauty.

      As an extension, Fae manipulated an equally magnificent and infinitely dangerous power. High Magic allowed them to delve into space and time, manipulate events and emotions. To do so was to court chaos, to risk kingdoms falling, volcanoes erupting, lives ending, and worlds cracking apart.

      Fae had once thought that by controlling themselves, their communities, and their magic, they could control the effects of High Magic. They had been wrong. Once, all people, mage and human, had lived in the same realm, but owning magic became a dreadful and dangerous difference between the peoples. The Fae had delved too deep in order to protect themselves. The world broke, and split it into the three realms of Terra, Heldu and Gypsum.

      Each race became bound to their one dimension. Fae and Witches learned to part the Veil and visit Terra at will, though never for too long as the energies of Terra did not support magic. That had been their existence for thousands of years until the anomaly of two decades past. The malfunctioning Veil had forced coexistence again, if only in this small pocket of a town.

      After the cataclysmic event that split the realms, the Elders had forbidden most High Magic. Those not outlawed remained secrets of the Fae, and only Worked by a master with a lifetime of practice and control. Seventeen years ago, such a spell had been used to stop the birth of an aberration, the Trimarked Child. The caster failed. The ricochet of power had killed two members of the Fae, and left two others forever mutated, Nicu included.

      The two sides of Fae magic were inseparable. If the Trimarked Child showed signs of one, she would be capable of both. If she held Fae magic within her, she certainly contained Witch powers from her father. Fae magic on its own could rewrite the history of a world. Add Witch magic and the capability for destruction was unimaginable. And it would mean destruction. Her human blood would be a disability. Humans could not sense or manipulate magic. The enhanced control required for Fae magic was beyond her. The Trimarked Child was a bomb without a switch.

      Such powers might never manifest, but the Fae did not believe in leaving things to chance. The Binding Ink at her neck worked to limit access to her potential abilities, a pin in her grenade. Chaos was unpredictable, however, and so the Fae had charged Nicu with overseeing the hybrid girl.

      Nicu found his job more akin to a keeper. He kept her in check, kept her from becoming noticed in a place all knew of her and her forbidden birth. And he made sure everyone within Trifecta knew and understood, she was untouchable.

      “Reckless.” He moved into the surrounding silence, leaving the party behind the last line of trees.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. You appear to have had yourself in complete control.”

      Nicu stepped up the hill, though careful not to get too close. He wanted her cowed enough to listen, not frightened into fighting. She tilted her chin.

      “You let him notice you,” he said.

      She flinched, turned her head away. Good.

      “You let him talk to you.”

      “Damn it, Nicu,” she rasped. “I’m not invisible. People can have a conversation with me.”

      “Stop being difficult.”

      “You have no idea.”

      Irritation flared in Nicu’s gut, drew him further into her space. She did not appreciate the sacrifices he made to keep her under the radar, did not recognize how being inconspicuous could be a shield. In defiant declaration, her silver crystalline eyes remained immovable against his. He advanced and raised his hand an inch at a time, slipped it under the heavy fall of inky hair and pressed two fingers against the back of her neck.

      Her body shuddered in concession, knowing what he meant by the contact. A reminder of the dark Binding Ink placed there by Fae long ago. A pentacle centered on her spine with a half butterfly on the right. The star had an angled line across it, to break her connection to magic, and to make sure everyone remembered the violation of her birth. A magical binding to stop her from accessing what he, too, monitored in her. The Trimarked Child’s unknown power. The only reason she was allowed to walk free was because of this mark and his guardianship.

      She could not afford to forget, even for a moment.

      “You travel too close to your boundaries. Control yourself.”

      “Like you?”

      “Little hybrid,” he murmured, marking the reactive flicker of her eyelashes. “Right now, you are contained. You live as you wish.” Ember opened her mouth to argue. Nicu’s chest pressed within a centimeter of hers to steal her breath and stop her words.

      “Become a nuisance, and you will find out how being controlled feels. If you turn dangerous…” Nicu’s amber-glass eyes cut into her defiant angles until the edges of her softened, then dissolved on a heated sigh.

      “Never forget, little hybrid, the Fae are the reason you are alive. They can change their minds.”

      Her gaze dropped.

      Nicu removed his hand. With slow, deliberate action, angled his body to open a path for her. The chill air turned frigid in place of the heat between them, but he did not allow her to see how it affected him. He noted her gasp at the shift. She had such little control.

      “Go home. Now.”

      The hybrid child huffed and pulled her hood back up against the cold and him. He watched long enough to make sure she walked in the right direction, up the slope toward the layered streets of human households. Satisfied, he melted into shadows. Another night, he would follow her the whole way, but tonight he did not have time.

      While trailing the Child and her dubious companions as they moved from the underground to the End of the World, there had been a disturbance in the magic defining the Fae border. Nicu was tied to the spell and his unit was tasked with responding to any unexpected manipulations immediately. His primary task of monitoring and managing the hybrid girl had delayed him. He needed to make up time. A clash of duty was not an acceptable reason to fail at either.

      Nicu rushed north between ancient pines, away from the human portion of Trifecta and toward the Fae’s one-third fraction of the land. Moss-covered stone increased in regularity as the slope elevated, and he dodged boulders as often as trees. Feet bounced off the needled floor, shifted around thin branches to keep the dry wood from snapping under his tread. In his tenth year, magic had been used to substantially enhance his vision, so now he could separate shapes in the complete darkness of forested midnight.

      “You were too nice to the gulls.” Edan joined on his right, using the Fae slang for the screeching, gullible humans. The second of their unit pulled a knitted hat the same chocolate color as his eyes over his shaved head and buttoned his fitted wool coat to the top even though it restricted movement in his shoulders.

      “You were too lenient with the Child.” Branna shared her opinion from Nicu’s left, her signature black harmonized with the nighttime forest. Nicu clenched his teeth on a sigh against their complaints.

      “We need to focus on our current task.”

      “To meet a Witch.” Edan’s Fae training provided him enough control to keep the challenge from his tone. Still, Nicu noticed it in a subtle shift of muscle, in the tenor of his stride.

      “To investigate a border breach,” Nicu countered, though the theory was sound, as it was unlikely caused by a human, and Fae knew how to avoid triggering the spell.

      The Laws of Convergence allowed free travel within Trifecta, though the truth was more complicated. Trust spread thin between the different communities. To guard against unexpected visitors, no matter their intentions, both the Fae and Witches marked their boundaries with spells tied to unique vines, heart shaped leaves for Fae, triangular leaves for Witches. Not solid like the barrier, the magic acted more as an alarm system warning of trespass.

      Though Nicu didn’t know for certain how the Witches managed their boundary, he was the lone Fae attached to theirs. Nicu needed to be hyper-aware for a moment the Trimarked Child attempted entry. The Elder Council had banished her from their territory and even an accidental crossing would not be tolerated.

      Nicu would not abide breaking his oath to his people, or to the Promise Magic that bound him. He’d ensured Ember understood the gravity of the consequences if she tried to enter Center, which left to question who disturbed the boundary now.

      “Assumptions can be traps,” Nicu warned Edan. “Devi may be the only one to use border manipulation to date, but the location is wrong, as far from their land as possible.”

      “She likes us at her beck and call,” Edan defended his theory.

      “I want to learn how she avoids our patrols, no matter her whereabouts,” Branna said.

      “And what secret of value are you willing to trade?” Nicu’s question resulted in the reaction he’d hoped for. Silence. The trio fell in and with less breath wasted, they increased their pace to reach the place human land ran into Fae along the confines of the outer barrier. They avoided the hunting parties, careful not to scare away any game. Though this was human territory, the Laws of Convergence gave Fae permission to hunt, sell the meat at market and keep plenty for themselves.

      When they reached the border, Devi was not in attendance.

      The cause of the disturbance proved to be a tall figure wrapped in heavy folds of delicate, woven yarn in deep purples and lighter blues, balanced and alternated into the particular pattern his ancestors had worn for generations. Pale moonlight reflected off silvered locs tied together at his nape where they twisted in a thick cord along the length of his spine. Unadorned fingers danced on the air as if considering another brush against the heart-shaped leaves, then retreated in decision.

      Though not forbidden for a Fae to trigger the border alarm, this proved unexpected and personal. Nicu hesitated a moment, then turned to study Branna’s drawn features.

      “Go to the Child’s house. Be my eyes there.”

      Branna disappeared between one tree and the next, a sign of how happy she was to avoid contact with their summoner.

      “I will be your ears.” Edan scaled a pine to find a high perch.

      Mindful of his breath, Nicu slid beside the figure. His steps remained on human territory. Wist stood within Fae lands.

      Their feet edged against an eroded cliff, a sudden drop in the otherwise gradual decline of the mountainside. A weathered landslide provided the Fae with a view of the valley. The quarter moon shone bright in the blue-grey darkness, the trees a bumpy spill of darkest ink. Scattered stars glinted across the vast sky, more of their tiny lights struggling through time and space as the two men watched.

      Fading into Terra had affected the Fae more acutely than it had the Witches, a fact kept hidden as magic forced them to fade in and out of Terra. After three years of pushing them through only to allow them back home, the power had fluctuated one last time. The bubble in the Veil that caused the anomaly had hardened in a way never seen or recorded in centuries of history.

      The territory they had claimed while drafting the Laws of Convergence was the one place in Trifecta that held echoes of Gypsum energy. Pure Fae preferred not to leave the familiarity they found concentrated within the old campground, leaving Wist’s visit steeped in questions.

      “Twenty years, Nicu.” Wist, senior member of the Fae Council, breathed hot frustration into the air. “A hand span of time that has felt like an eternity while stuck in Terra. Not that you understand.”

      Wist’s muttered words dripped with meaning. A reprimand for Nicu’s delay and a reminder of his inferior status, not just because of age but due to birthplace.

      As the first Terraborn, Nicu was the oldest of a new, lower class of Fae. They made up an entire generation of those born in this realm. Fae who never had the chance to absorb the true essence of Gypsum. Nicu had to work hard to prove himself competent, to always follow orders no matter the personal cost, to nurture complete control. Even putting him in charge of the Trimarked Child did not mean they trusted him. They did not want to spread the contamination. He was already affected, and they knew him capable of the job.

      “It’s disappointing you haven’t realized, especially with your history.” Wist said with a quiet tsk. “The Ternate rises again.”

      The segments of Nicu’s spine solidified, his chest widened and limbs lengthened with the pressure of the moment. A thumb’s breadth from the horizon, he saw it. That which appeared to be one bright star was a group of three, bound in conjoined orbit. The last time they peaked into the sky was the night Ember Lee had been born.

      “You are aware of what the Ternate means.” Nicu jerked a nod toward Wist’s unwelcome statement. Known as the Chaos Star, the Fae reviled the cursed Ternate, a dreaded harbinger of change. “It will test us, test the interior safety measures. Observe the humans to see if they pay more attention to mages, or if they remember buried fears and original claims. Those will be the first signs.”

      The humans remembering and reacting more would be telltale markers that the Fae defenses were weakening. Spells cast over time to ensure the persecutions of the past would not resurrect in a culture as unpredictable as it was reckless. Guns fired off faster than incantations. A dampening of human aggressions had been deemed paramount to Fae safety, a measure the Witches had not fought, either. They, too, remembered the witch hunts.

      “I understand, Elder Wist.”

      Wist turned to study the younger Fae for a time. Nicu kept his features calm and flat. That he didn’t give absolute compliance wasn’t the problem. Fae rarely committed to agreements and preferred to leave room for adjustment as necessary. What Wist looked for, Nicu couldn’t tell, but he hoped the elder ended up satisfied.

      “Another thing. I thought you were tied to the power of the barrier?” Features as blank as Wist’s, Nicu internalized his surprise.

      “I am able to sense its energy, just as any other magic.” Each word slow, calculated. Wist’s attention narrowed.

      “Then have you realized someone has been testing it?” Wist leaned in and Nicu kept his breath flowing and his pulse steady so the Elder could perceive nothing from a change in cadence. “From outside Trifecta. A matter of importance with the presence of the Chaos Star.”

      Knowledge Nicu did not have, including the question of how the councilman knew what happened beyond their side of the thin, impenetrable Veil.

      “Keep me apprised of any changes. With luck, the stars won’t shine their light here with this rising. If not…. I trust you to come to me. I will see you at Center.”

      One set of footsteps disappeared, and another approached him.

      “You heard nothing of the external disturbance?” Nicu asked. Edan stripped off the knitted hat. Porcupine quill tattoos peeked up his neck.

      “No, but that should change soon.”

      Frustration shimmered through Nicu and he tempered it by focusing on the star.

      “And what of Wist’s visit?”

      “There were no whispers of movement. This may have been a spur-of-the-moment decision.”

      Nicu tucked the information away. It wasn’t enough to know what the Elder was up to, though it aroused suspicion that he acted without the council’s knowledge.

      An uncontrolled tremor proved a poor warning. The air before him shimmered and shifted. A hazy mist jumped off the surface of the barrier, a temporary visual sign of its existence. A slight wave drifted through the focused energy, warped the dome. The backlash of power pressed against his core like a stiff breeze until it forced him to take a large hop back or risk a fall. As soon as it began, the flare stopped, no natural disbursement of gentle ripples.

      His stomach sank. Nicu recognized the disruption. A power from within Trifecta caused it. What chilled him now was he’d never seen the shape of the bubble shift and roll with such force, and this time he wasn’t the only witness.

      Nicu’s heartbeat doubled.

      “Nicu.” Edan’s voice was sharp in concern, a shock to help Nicu regain composure.

      “Did you sense it?” He studied the nuances of Edan’s reaction, not sure how much to disclose, even to his second. Edan absorbed the words, shifted away from the spirit of them.

      “Was it a fox hole?” He asked, referring to the stumble instead of the query. He had not detected the rush of power or seen the barrier react.

      Nicu allowed himself to breathe easy. To the other Fae, nothing had happened. The Trimarked Child would be safe.

      Now to get her under control.

      “Find her.”

      Edan did not mistake who.

      “You sent Branna after her.”

      Nicu paused, decided in the next breath this offer of knowledge to be worth the price.

      “Branna went to her house. The Child did not.”

      “It would be easier for you.” The comment questioned how Nicu knew Ember had not gone home.

      “Edan,” Nicu snapped. “She is somewhere along the barrier. Go. Now.”

      Nicu turned toward the calm space beside him with Edan’s departure. He reached out, then pulled back, not ready to find out if the boundary still held.

      Duty could not be avoided, no matter his trepidation. Nicu’s palm flattened against the steady energy. With both hands raised at shoulder height, he shoved. Nothing gave.

      Nicu’s eyes burned. He looked past the drop and saw the Ternate. Lashes lowered to brush the top of his cheeks and his forehead dropped. His full weight leaned against the nothingness as he hoped the erratic pulse of magic had little to do with Ember.
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      Brandt’s shove didn’t move Aaron, but the momentum sent him a sidestep too far and he corrected with an exaggerated weave of his body.

      “What was that, Aaron? You’re the captain.”

      “Of a soccer team,” Aaron agreed, wondering what that had to do with him preventing a fight with Nicu and Ember after Brandt made a colossal ass of himself. Brandt’s actions pushed the line tonight. If he’d pulled that shit with another human, Aaron wouldn’t have put up with it. Lately, Brandt tested a lot of limits. Aaron frowned against a headache and wished his friend would work out whatever bothered him.

      “Best friends since fourth grade,” Brandt said.

      With a meeting not too much different from tonight. Ten-year-old Brandt had started a fight during recess outside their large K through 12 school building. The argument was over who won the monkey bar race. Aaron stopped fists from flying and helped prevent Brandt’s expulsion. Brandt had been grateful, once he’d calmed down, and a lopsided friendship began.

      “Which means I keep you away from trouble,” Aaron replied.

      “We’re two of the biggest guys in school. It was one Fae and the skinny Trimarked bitch.” He wiped dried blood from his nose with a wince. The pain added to the heated steam on his face.

      “You scared of a little pixie?” Brandt demanded. Aaron wondered if his friend’s drunken haze allowed him to truly see the Fae who had inches on either of them, both in height and bicep.

      “I don’t want to figure out if we can take him after you’ve had four cups.”

      Brandt muttered about making it five as he staggered away, beer the main reason Brandt attended these End of the World parties. Aaron came to hang with the soccer team and blow off steam by beating up the barrier. Though they never broke through, Aaron liked to imagine they produced as many invisible bruises on its surface as it left on their skin.

      Before Brandt reached the folding tables where the beer and food were set up, Aaron made eye contact with Jose, defensive midfielder, key and keg keeper. Aaron sliced a hand across his neck with a nod to Brandt. Cut him off.

      Jose returned with a brief salute and Aaron relaxed his shoulders, winced again at the one he’d jammed against unforgiving air. He tracked Brandt’s approach to where Jose guarded the beer, a weaker brew his dad made in his basement for the high schoolers. Jose’s dad saved the stronger stuff for the adults. A few teens thought low alcohol content meant they could drink more. Jose let them know differently with a hard shake of his head and a refusal to refill a glass.

      Aaron watched long enough to make sure Brandt’s drunken tantrum involved only a few shoves and shouts. Brandt beat up a pine tree before he staggered into the forest. Aaron relieved himself of the responsibility.

      Brandt needed to cool off. Even if he got lost, he’d find the edge and wander along until he came across something familiar or a mage found him. They would certainly show his ass the right way home — away from them.

      “It’s hard to be captain.” A heavy arm fell over Aaron’s shoulders. Frothy beer rose in a small wave and tested the rim limits of an old, hard plastic cup. Soft plastic cups were very rare these days, though Aaron heard some families saved and washed them until they burst. Glass was still around but kept indoors, not hauled along to an End of the World gathering where a good number of them would break.

      Everything in Trifecta was a finite resource. It had been for all of Aaron’s life, heck for everyone here tonight.

      “Paul.” Aaron threw off the arm for a proper hand-tap greeting. “Thought you said we wouldn’t find you at a bouncer party again.”

      Paul snorted into his beer.

      “I figured I’d see if this was as stupid as I remember.” Hoots and hollers reached them as yet another attempt failed. “Maybe even more so now.” He frowned, forehead wrinkled as if trying to figure out how he’d ever had fun at one of these parties. Aaron got it. He was there.

      “There’s only so much to do.” Paul nodded at Aaron’s statement, both ruminating about the tarnished image of a once shiny thrill.

      Everyone hoped to bust through. They dreamed of getting high on the shock of victory, and gaining bruises made by pavement none of them had ever touched. Eventually, people gave up, even if they visited every once in a while.

      Paul, for instance, graduated four months ago. He’d gotten a job right away with the help of his dad, working on the energy systems of Trifecta. With access to outside resources cut off, Trifectans had to get creative. They’d built a semi-reliable system of water and wind turbines at the southern edge of town by using the spare parts of gasoline-powered cars and other utilities no longer operable. These provided the city with the power it needed to function. Though there was a worry about heavy equipment being so close to the school, the floodplain of the river was the flattest within human territory, and with the fewest trees, making it ideal for wind and hydropower collection.

      Reclaimed chain-link solved the issue of separation. There was a running joke around how jobs were just a fence hop away after graduation. The energy department maintained and improved on the piecemeal structure, and most people hired into one of those positions.

      “End of the World.” The dull tone of remembrance. “So why is Brandt pissed? Coach follow through with his threats and bench him?”

      “Nah, he’s still in goal.”

      “Benefits of having your best friend’s old man as coach.” Paul eyed Aaron, waited to see what reaction he’d get with those words. A few years ago, sure, Aaron might have smacked beer out of Paul’s grip. Talk of only being on the team because of his dad had been enough to turn the edges of his vision black with anger. Now, Aaron dipped his hand into his Trifecta letterman’s jacket, one that didn’t belong to him, but to whoever was captain of the squad. It used to be Paul’s. This year it had become Aaron’s because he’d earned it. He had nothing else to prove.

      “As if my dad would let anyone play if he didn’t think we could take on any outside team the very moment the barrier falls. Which, as you remember, could be any minute now, boys!”

      Paul snorted and raised his glass to the memory of Coach Harwell’s intensity. “I wonder how often he led the charge?” Paul pointed toward the barrier. Aaron coughed on a hard laugh.

      “Probably so many times, I’m surprised he hadn’t permanently dislocated his shoulder.”

      “Yeah,” Paul laughed and struck Aaron on the back. “I’m going to grab another beer before I head out. Make sure to tuck in Brandt.”

      As the guy left, Aaron’s stomach sunk. Without planning the action, he caught Paul’s shoulder. Paul’s mouth peeked open with surprise, and Aaron almost let go, not sure why he wanted Paul to stay. He opened his mouth, searching for words, and thoughts tumbled forth.

      As if his brain had been working on the problem in the background, a sudden demand for answers gripped him. What had Brandt walked away from, or walked into? Would Paul know, being older? Aaron swallowed the awkward lump in his throat and leaned in, careful to keep his voice low.

      “Hey, what’s the deal with the Fae?”

      Paul stiffened and looked back the way he’d seen Brandt stumble with Aaron.

      “Fades. Did something happen with Brandt and a Fae?”

      “Not really, he just has a big mouth,” Aaron hedged. “But it made me wonder. The barrier’s been here for twenty years. I’ve heard the bogeyman stories, but the truth is we keep to ourselves.”

      “Man, your dad is Coach. How do you not know?”

      “That’s what I mean. My dad tells me how sneaky and dangerous they are, how we put them in their place right away so they didn’t take what’s ours. What made him feel that way?  Why do we bother to… to be bothered?”

      “I’m not sure,” Paul admitted. “You and I are bubble born. You’d have to ask someone before us, but to be honest, the fact that the older gen doesn’t talk about it should make you wary.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Think.” Paul realized yet again his cup was empty. “Ask your dad about his high school playing days, and he’ll go on for hours. Ask my Aunt Maggie about Paris, and she’ll bring out every photo album she ever printed with her travels. Yet, the biggest thing in history happens — a magical wall seals our town off from the world — and no one says what happened at the beginning? You think people just figured out we were closed off and stopped trying to call or visit? Cars used to drive though Trifecta. Where is the traffic? Doesn’t that stink of magic to you?”

      Paul ran out of breath, the glaze on his eyes cleared on an inhale. He tried to shake a last drop from his cup. With a curse, he held it up in explanation and stepped away into the crowd as if he hadn’t dumped a lifetime of doubt onto Aaron’s ears.

      Aaron wasn’t sure how much of Paul’s rant was alcohol or genuine frustration. Was it worth getting agitated over something unchangeable? Everyone was unhappy. This fading bubble had forced Fae and Witches from their home realms into this one and trapped all the races, mage or human. Still, they were peaceful, and kept out of each other’s way. Aaron had as many questions with few answers, but he didn’t want to end up bitter like Paul or pissed off like Brandt.

      Speaking of the jerk, Aaron hopped a few times to generate heat in his chilled muscles and to pop above the other heads to check if his friend had returned. The noise level faded from raucous shouts to an indistinct murmur that suggested a lack of beer, the bounce line depleted, and people wanted to head home.

      He and Brandt had arrived together, Aaron using his driving credits for a small car. Most of the time, the adults shared the thirty-two vehicles, yet they’d established a system that allowed the sixteen-year-olds their historic, coming-of-age driving tests. Now the human kids spent the week working for the privilege to borrow the city-owned cars with credits earned from community service and going to school. A few kids shared credits in order to get one of the bigger vehicles. Aaron and Brandt shared their credits because they went everywhere together. Despite the split, Aaron found he drove these days, Brandt seldom sober enough to control a vehicle.

      Aaron ignored the first extinguishing of car lights as he scanned the crowd without success. Had Brandt gotten his fading self lost in the woods?

      Lights stuttered out and the shadows of ancient, giant trees eclipsed the street, stopping his ability to search. Kids were getting out and slamming doors on their powerless cars, walking around them as if the answer was in the paint jobs.

      “What the hell is happening?”

      “They’re dying.”

      “Didn’t the fading lot attendant charge them?”

      Aaron frowned, turned to his own car. His vehicle lights were on. He slid into the seat, made sure the key fob still rested in the cupholder, and pressed the engine button. With a quiet buzz the car drained, lights faded and the battery meter dropped, leaving everything at a low-glow, charge-me-now level.

      Aaron banged his skull against the headrest, then bent in a belly laugh before sitting back. Even knowing he was one with the farthest walk home didn’t stop him from snickering. It was only about five miles and where it wouldn’t be fast, the distance was more than doable.

      They’d been had, and strangely, it made him feel better.

      He didn’t know how she’d worked it, but Aaron had no doubt this was why the Trimarked girl had been here tonight, enacting a small bit of revenge he understood her need for, even before Brandt’s idiocy. Which was funny until he realized she might have managed it with magic.

      As far as anyone knew, the Trimarked Child didn’t have powers, that she might not even be able to use it with a human for a mom. She’d been bound, though, on the possibility she’d be able to cast. It was possible she’d found a way around it. The thought discomforted him. He eased from his car and wondered if she could have tainted it, or if there was a film of magic he couldn’t see. He wiped humid palms against his jeans.

      “Aaron!” Paul shouted from a few spots toward the barrier, leaning away from a girl who hung off him and begged through crocodile tears for him to fix her car, too. Or, you know, take her home with him. “Don’t worry! It will restart.”

      Cars along the line hummed to life. Aaron eased into the seat and turned everything off and restarted to revive his loaner. Not magic. His grip on the steering wheel tightened against the tremors. He dug deep to find the humor again and forced a chuckle.

      He leaned out to thank Paul to see the guy graciously accepting his damsel’s lip-lock thanks. Aaron figured she could praise him for both of them and settled in while the mayhem died down. If Brandt returned now, that would be perfect. Since he was wishing, let his friend show up renewed, rested and back to normal, just like the car.
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