
I don’t remember when my parents left me to live at my godmother’s.  But I do remember the day I received word that they had died.  I lived with my godmother, Doreen Dough’s family.  Mrs. Dough had eight children, five of which lived past infancy.  Four girls and one boy, Hope was the youngest girl and a year older than me.  My sister, who was seven years older than I lived there too till she was fourteen.  I cried and cried the day she was sent to study with a little old lady in the next town.  I knew that Miss Harper was a magician, like my parents, and would teach Molly all she knew of magic.  I also knew that I was never to tell Mrs. Dough.  


Mrs. Dough was not an affectionate woman but raised me as well as she raised any of her children.  Mr. Dough was a miner and wasn’t home most of the time.  Mrs. Dough and the rest of the family, which included the oldest grown daughter, her husband and Mrs. Dough’s mother, ran a tidy farm.  It was really Grandma May that gave us children the nurturing that we needed.  She would sing to us and tend us when we were ill.  Grandma May was slowly going blind and was no longer able to work out in the field so instead she watched over us younger children.  When I was six she passed away.  I cried for days, all of us did, even Molly. 


Every summer I spent two weeks with my father’s parents.  My Gran was a formidable woman of the middle class who could guilt you into just about anything.  I had two girl cousins that Molly and I played with.  I enjoyed being around blood relatives but mostly I just enjoyed spending time with just Molly.  We spent our days there reading to each other or playing pretend in the woods where the other girls wouldn’t go.  Just us two happily segregated from the world of mortals.


I worked hard for the Dough’s, as did their own children.  I went off to school during the early morning and afternoon.  We came home for the midday meal because it was easier to feed all of us at home than to try to pack so many lunches.  I slept in a room with Hope and two of her older sisters and I shared their chores.  I sat with them every Sunday at church, but my true delight was always Saturday.  On Saturday I always received a letter from my parents and a visit from Molly.  For all that I loved Hope as a sister, she couldn’t hold a candle to how much I loved Molly.  


Molly and Mrs. Dough had never liked each other, but after grandma may died it got worse.  At Christmas we would get a new set of clothes and a toy, and on our birthdays a new pair of shoes and something else special- especially the one boy, Oliver.  The rest of us made do with hand-me-downs most of the time but obviously Oliver didn’t have many options for that.  But when Grandma May died, I stopped getting the toy, in fact I didn’t get anything extra ever.   When the older girls would get bossy and take my things away, no one stood up for me.  Hope tried, but she was little too and her sisters bullied her.


Whenever Molly visited she’d get into heated arguments I couldn’t hear with Mrs. Dough.  She’d march up to the other girls and take my things back and give them back to me.  At one point she threatened the other girls with something and after that they didn’t just stop picking on me, they avoided me.  I didn’t really take notice, Hope and I were just happy to be left alone.  After a while Molly was banned from entering the house.  I cried and threw a fit, but it was no avail.  Mrs. Dough would have forbidden me from seeing my sister at all if she could help it.  I think she’d decided that Molly was a witch and little signs against the evil eye started popping up.  To her credit though, she never seemed to blame me for it.  


I loved to get letters from my parents.  They were so loving and full of mirth but I knew there was a dark side to the letters.  Before Molly moved out, I had managed to get ahold of her letters from them by sneaking into the older girl’s rooms with Hope one night.  I read the letters and they weren’t nearly as jubilant as mine.  The way they were worded there was obviously something sinister going on that they couldn’t discuss.  I could tell that the letters were enscorled so that someone without the magical key to make the letters appear couldn’t read the whole note.  I didn’t know if it was to keep out the Dough’s or other magicians.


For all that Mrs. Dough was not a jolly sort and the two older girls bullies from time to time, I enjoyed my time there.  I wouldn’t have traded Grandma May or Hope for all the tea in China- although I would have traded them for a life lived with my parents if anyone ever offered.  The letter came one day when I was with Hope and Oliver in the kitchen, helping make bread.  Suddenly Molly burst in, nearly knocking Mrs. Dough over as she flew past her.  Molly threw herself to her knees in front of me and buried her face in my floury apron.  We all stood there in confusion and shock.  Mrs. Dough wiped her hands on her apron, “Good heavens Molly, whatever has gotten into you?”


Molly pulled her red tear stained face out of my apron enough to glare at Mrs. Dough.  Her voice was muffled with cloth and sobs, “There was an accident.  Nothing could be done. T-they’re gone.”


Mrs. Dough’s ruddy complexion drained of all color.  She put her hand to her mouth wordlessly as Molly pressed her face into my apron again.  I just stood there like a tree, unable to move, unable to act.  All I could think was that now I would never get to meet them.  


I realized I wasn’t seeing anything, but staring into space in shock when I felt Mrs. Dough’s strong arm around me.  At some point I’d fallen to my knees beside Molly.  Mrs. Dough encircled both of us and held us to her.  Molly let herself be held and clung like she was a drowning victim and Mrs. Dough was a life raft instead of a woman she often quarreled with and accused of being a skin flint.  


After that, little things changed.  Mrs. Dough was kinder to me and more fair, chastising her own offspring more often when they picked on me.  There were still no extra gifts at Christmas, but the things I received were of a little higher quality and fit me well.  Molly was still not allowed in the house, but she came every Saturday like clockwork.  Finally when she turned eighteen and I was eleven, she came back on final time.


It was a warm spring day and I was again in the kitchen.  This time I was chopping vegetables for dinner.  I heard a knock, the door open, and then my sister’s voice.  I ran to the front door, excited to see her during the week instead of on the usual Saturday.  Molly was standing in the front room with Mrs. Dough.  She was wearing a long grey dress of a fashionable cut and a very nice hat.  She looked down at short Mrs. Dough who was only about five foot.  Molly was nearly a foot taller than our godmother, and in the fine dress with the hat and her hair all pulled up, Molly looked much more authoritive than she ever had before.


Mrs. Dough crossed her arms, “You can’t just barge in here whenever you please-“


Molly snapped her head to look at Mrs. Dough and looked at her coolly.  Her awful temper was completely gone from all her features but her eyes.  “Mrs. Dough.  It was my parent’s intention that on my eighteenth birthday I would take over the care of my sister.  That day is today,” She got out a gentleman’s pocket watch from her waist coat and looked at it, “And since I entered this world at exactly half after two, that time is now.”


Mrs. Dough snorted, “Well, all fine and good for you, but you haven’t even a house to raise the girl in let along the know how to take care of a child.  Your fancy education may have learned you well in books but not in people I’d say.”


“Then, Godmother, you have not learned well.  This past week my teacher has passed away and I have taken possession of her house as was written in her will.”


“Likely as you kilt her yourself, cursed witch!” Molly stared at her, her mouth agape.  “Oh yes, I know your ways.  Why do you think I never let you in the house anymore?  I won’t have you around my children, or my charges for that matter.  Maggie’ll remain here with me where she’s safe and can be raised a good Christian.”  Mrs. Dough grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me close to her.


Molly’s nostrils flared, she cocked an eyebrow at our godmother coolly, “I am as good a Christian woman as you or any of your offspring or your progenitors.  But I am not a witch.”


“Ooh! Blasphemy!” Cried Mrs. Dough.


At this point Mr. Dough made one of his rare but memorable appearances.  Normally he worked most of the hours that we were awake, leaving at dawn and arriving at dusk  to eat with us and then go to bed.  But about two days before he’d come down with a bad cold and been nursing it for the past two days. “What in blazes are you doing woman?”


Mrs. Dough looked at him, startled.  “Cad, I’m sorry did we wake you, dear?”


“Damn well you did!” He looked at Molly, “What in God’s name is going on here?”


Molly answered, “I’ve come to take my sister with me.  I’m of legal age now and I have a house waiting for me.”


“Bah!  A house that you’ve murdered a poor innocent woman to get at, witch!” spat Mrs. Dough.


Molly turned red but before she could answer Mr. Dough flailed his arms around, “Doreen!  What in the name of all that’s holy’s gotten into you?  This is Molly!  Daughter to your childhood friend who we raised from the time she was seven!  If she’s a witch I’m a monkey.”  He rolled his eyes and turned to me, “Maggie, go and fetch your things.  There should be an old carpet bag up there you can use for them.  Just have your sister send it round when you’re done.”


I sped up the stairs and threw all my things into a bag as fast as I could.  Hope and her two older sisters had been upstairs sweeping out our rooms.  They were almost done but had stopped to listen to the fight going on below.  Hope sat on my bed and watched me with her light brown eyes.  Her hair was the color of old straw and pulled back into a braid, the ribbon in the end was an old blue one that matched the dress she wore.  She spoke hestitantly, “Maggie, is it true?  Is your sister a witch?  Is that where all your money comes from?  Do you conjure it?”


I looked up.  Hope was chewing on a strand of her hair nervously.  “Hope… what are you talking about?”


“I… I want to be a witch too.  I don’t want to be grow up and just be some old farmer’s wife like my sisters.” Her eyes burned with determination.


I didn’t know how to answer her question.  The room seemed too still and quiet.  “I don’t think it works that way, Hope.  It’s not enough to want to be one, but you have to be born one, I think.”


Hope’s eyes lit up.  “So she is a witch then?  It’s not all just pretend?  Are you going to be one too?”


I thought of how hard Molly was trying to keep the truth from getting out, even going so far as to lie about who and what she was.  Hope’s sister, Trudy, saved me from saying too much, “Oh Hope, you’re so stupid.  She’s just pulling your leg.  There’s no such thing as witches, ma’s just scared of losing Maggie’s mama’s money.”


Hope looked at me pleadingly, ““No Hope, there are no witches and no magic.  I’m just… playing pretend.”


I leaned in and gave her a quick hug and turned to run down the stairs.  I took one last look at Hope and felt I’d betrayed her.  She had a sad long face.  I’d just broken my best friend’s heart to protect my secret; I hoped it was worth it.  


At the bottom of the stairs Mr. Dough took my bag and made his way out to the carriage that was waiting for Molly and me.  He patted Molly’s shoulder as he passed, “You’ve grown into a lovely and respectable young woman, Molly.  I’m sure great things are in store for you both.”


Mrs. Dough watched him leave and turned to us.  “You don’t fool me Molly Brookes, with your fancy clothes and hat.  I know what you are.”  She turned her glower on me, “Magdalene as soon as you step foot out of this house today, you are no longer welcome here.  I know your sister will make you a witch just like her and you will be dead to me and my daughters remember that.”


“Maggie, let’s go and leave this woman to her misguided delusions.”  Molly took my arm and guided me out the door.  As we rode away I took one last look at the Dough’s house as it passed from sight.  Mr. Dough was still on the porch waving away, and I answered the wave but not to him.  I answered the wave of a little barely visible straw-haired girl in the top window.  The house disappeared from sight and I leaned into my sister’s shoulder, sure that I would never see Hope Dough again.


It was a long time before I had the courage to ask Molly about whether or not we were witches.  I’d been raised Christian and that witchcraft was wrong, “What if there is no difference between witchcraft and magic?”


Molly leveled a stare at me over the table where I was studying the work she’d laid out before me. “Is this another ploy to not do your reading tonight?”  I burst into tears.  Molly put her arms around me and shook her head, “Maggie what in the world has gotten into you?”


I told her about my conversation with Hope on my last day at the Dough’s and blubbered on about my confusion.  “Are we really doing the devil’s work?”


Molly sighed and stared at me. “Maggie, there are many different philosophies in magic.  It’s sort of in between science and religion.  So if you think of it that way-“


“So it’s like there are denominations of magic?  Like Methodists and Baptists or something?” I offered.


Molly gave me a pained look.  “It’s more like different religions, like Christianity and Judaism.  We are magicians; we believe that magic comes from the world around us and is a power like energy.  Witches are, well, witches.   They believe that magic is inside of us and flows through us like blood.”


I mulled this over for a moment.  “So are they wrong?  Should I try and convert them like Gran tries to with the nice Jewish lady next door?”


Molly smacked the heel of her hand into her forehead.  Clearly she remembered the last time Gran had tried to spread the good news to her neighbors and ended up in a shouting match.  “No, no, not like that.  Religion and a person’s magic is their own business and their own choice to follow.”


Molly sat back in her chair and watched me closely.  “Maggie… Magic has done terrible things in the past.  Long ago, man lived at peace with the other races, like the fae, the jinn, and the dwarves.  But man grew very numerous, we breed easier than the other races and live shorter lives.  Our people began to move away from the other races and we built our own societies.  Once being able to use magic was just like any skill.”


I frowned at her, not quite understanding.  How could something that was such a well kept secret ever be anything but?  Molly continued, “A group rose up with great power and nearly destroyed the world.  Most of that group was made up of men who had taught themselves magic and studied for years.  While of all the races we can breed the easiest and the fastest, we have the least natural ability to use magic. 


“The skill of magic is like any other skill.  Anyone can pick up a pencil and draw, but only someone with natural artistic skill can just pick up a pencil and draw well.  So it is with magic, anyone can learn to use it even if they have no innate ability for it.  But learning magic from books and lessons without some natural talent for it is very hard.  Over time the skill was lost as people turned to science instead.”


Molly paused and took a drink from the old weathered jar she used as a water cup, “There’s a legend about how magic came into this world and why there are so many different schools of magic.  When the world was young the different races avoided each other since there were so few of them on earth.  There was a terrible drought and slowly the creatures of the world began to die off.  Finally each race sent it’s wisest member out into the desert in search of God and answers.  There in the desert was a sacred spot where lightning had scorched the earth and turned it flat and shiny like glass.  Each of the races came to this holy spot to speak with God.  No one is sure who came first, but it’s said that the humans were first.  As the human knelt down to pray, out of the surrounding woods came a Fae.


“The human was offended that someone would interrupt him and the Fae was offended that a mere human would desecrate the spot with his presence.  They began to argue and then out of the woods came a goblin intent on praying on the spot also. Without missing a beat the Fae and Human suddenly joined forces and began arguing with him too.  Before too long there were ten different races there all arguing about why they should be the one to contact God because they were holier than their brothers.


“Soon out the argument was getting so out of control that it was about to come to blows, out of the forest stepped the human priest’s only daughter.  She was very young, perhaps five or six, and she had followed her father without anyone’s permission.  All she wanted was to perhaps see God.  She watched in horror as the gathered priests argued and began to shove each other.  If they started to fight they would never find time to appeal to God about the famine and drought.  She slid past all of them quick as a cat into the center of the glassy patch.  She knelt in the middle of the patch and prayed to God that He would save all of them.


“In the instance that she prayed, the clouds parted and light shown down.  The priests fell down as if dead, then cowered before the glowing being in front of them.  They prostrated themselves and began pointing fingers as to who had started the argument in the first place.  The being silenced them with a wave of it’s hand.  The human priest realized that the being was his own daughter who had been filled with the light of God.  Through her God spoke, admonishing all of them for their foolishness.


“God gave the people the gift of magic to ease their lives.  With it they could protect their families from the ravenous wolves that were attacking their homes, they could use it to predict when the drought would end with the winter rains, they could preserve their food faster and for longer in case of another drought, they could purify stagnant water that they found, and most importantly they could heal their families when the lack of food made them weak to disease. “


“God said that He would whisper to each the secrets of magic for if He spoke them out loud the darkness would hear the words and and would have magic of its own.  One by one each creature came and heard the words of God and left the clearing, taking the word back to their own people.  At last there was only the tall and handsome troll and the human priest who was waiting for his daughter left.  The Troll leaned over but he was full of pride still and refused to come close enough to the girl’s lips to hear her.  His greatest pride was his long hair which he always kept loose and full and was prettier than any of the other races.  He put his ear as near to the glowing girl as he could, for he was hard of hearing.  As she was speaking he leaned too close and his hair caught on fire!  In fear he reared back to put it out and the words the girl spoke drifted into the air. 


“Suddenly the night around them came alive with evil and darkness.  The troll threw himself prostrate in front of the divine little girl, sobbing and asking for forgiveness.  God agreed to forgive him, but as penance the troll must give up his pretty hair and be bald for the rest of his life.  The troll refused out of pride and so he was cursed.  To this day all trolls are ugly and misshapen and bald.  The darkness made an alliance with them and so the trolls became powerful agents of evil.”


“So each of the priests went back to their families and passed on their knowledge?” Molly nodded in reply.  I was fascinated by the tale.  “Molly, why didn’t you ever tell me this before?”


“Maggie, it’s just a story.  A myth, a legend to explain why people don’t agree.  It’s hardly important other than that.  ,” Molly shrugged and forced herself to admit her own ignorance,  “I don’t actually know that much about any of the other schools but Magicians and Witches since those are the two I’ve had contact with.”


“So..?” I prompted her with mild irritation.


“Oh, um.  Well, let’s see here.  The stories say that there was formed a council of the ten most powerful creatures that were present at this gathering.  I know there’s a lot more sentient magical creatures than just ten, and no one agrees on who all was there.  But the Fae were definitely there.  Of the magica races, that is those that can use magic sentient, the fae are most like humans.  They’re analytical and always searching for knowledge,” I knew the fae, I’d even bumped into them a time or two- or at least I’d known they were near.  A few times on the farm I’d hear singing in the distance, but there were no words and I knew the Fae were there.  Molly kept on, “They gave their knowledge to the witches.  The other school I know of are Elementals, they were started by the elementals, obviously.  They use the four elements, fire, wind, water, and earth to make magic.  However at the moment they’re in a tiff over whether electricity should be included as its own element.  Our philosophy is said to have come from the human priest.”


Molly leaned forward on her hand and stared off into space.  She snapped out of it for a moment and turned back to me, “So.  Magic is as natural as can be.  It’s just the superstition of ignorant people that say it isn’t.”


I nodded and was about to go back to my work when Molly grabbed my hand and her face got very dark.  “Maggie, please don’t think that means all magic is good.  Some magic is evil, remember the darkness.  The witches use blood spilled by sacrificed animals in some of their spells and in a time of great duress a witch might sacrifice herself for a spell.  But they don’t use human sacrifices.  But the darkness is always out there and it feeds on the ignorant and the foolish, and it does sacrifice others.  Be wary.”


She dropped my wrist and walked off into the kitchen, remarking about the time and need for dinner.  I continued to study for the rest of the evening, but I had horrible nightmares of blood sacrifice that night.


Years passed by like water.  We visited the stone that marked my parent’s grave every year.  There had been no bodies to bury and when I asked her why, Molly would cry and not answer me.  We lived in our little house, I learned magic along side science, history, and literature.  I also studied other languages so I could read magic texts written in French or German.  Five years went by and I was comfortable and happier than I’d ever been in my life.  Although the Dough’s only lived a town over, I never saw Hope again.  From time to time I’d see one of the other sisters or Oliver at a distance.  I tried to catch their eye and wave once, but the sisters ran like hell to get away from me.  After that I was content to just watch them from a distance.


It was the summer of my sixteenth birthday when Molly abruptly declared that she must go abroad and without me.  I exploded.  “This is an outrage!  I demand to come with you.”


Molly ripped the newly mended shirt from my hands, re-opening the stitches I’d just put into it. “Absolutely not!  It’s far too dangerous.”


“Dangerous?!  What are you going to be doing?” 


“I can’t tell you that.  They wouldn’t allow it.” Muttered Molly abashed.


I threw my pin cushion down on the desk, “Our parents are dead, God rest their souls.  How can they have any say in what’s going on now?”


My sister glared at me and slowly put her hands down on the table.  She answered me angrily through her teeth, “Why do you assume that “they” are our parents or are related to us at all, Maggie?”


I blinked, uncertain of what that meant.  Molly took my silence as an opening and charged on with her plans.  "I've arranged for you to live with Gran and the cousins for a while till I get back." 


I could feel my face making a horrified expression of its own accord, "Oh Maggie, don't look at me like that.  I can't go with you in tow, you're too inexperienced. You can't stay here alone either, you're much too young. And it's high time you were off with others your own age." 


"Gran is not my age." 


"The cousins are. Elizabeth is twenty, but Charity is near your own age. I know she's a little bit-"


"Snobbish, selfish, irritating-"


"Well, yes... but she'll make sure you're well taken care of, she's promised to, as have they all."


"You already went to them!? I don't have a say in anything anymore, do I?" 



Molly stood up to her towering full height. She was as tall as a man when she stood straight with her shoulders squared. "Magdalene. I cannot take you with me and it's imperative that I leave now. Tomorrow the house will be boarded up and you will go to Gran's."



I got up, turned on my heel and stomped up the stairs. I remember throwing things around for a while into my trunk until Molly opened the door cautiously and began taking things out and neatly folding them back into the trunk.  The women in my family all had horrible tempers and none of us took kindly to being told what to do. I ran out of steam just as the moon was cresting the trees and slumped down at the end of the bed. Molly patted my shoulder and closed the trunk. "I'm so sorry Maggie. I wouldn't do it this way if I knew how to go about it any other way."


”Molly, why can’t I just go and stay with the Dough’s again?  I’d at least be around Hope.”


She closed her eyes.  “Maggie, they were the first people I asked.  But I couldn’t even get near the door.  Mrs. Dough doesn’t want you there anymore and it’s my fault, I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have been so pushy with her.”


My heart sank. A part of me was really wishing to be somewhere familiar.  For all that I’d spent time with Gran every summer the Dough’s farm still felt more like home if I couldn’t stay here or go with my sister.   Molly started out the door, "We'll leave here around 10am for the trains. Can you be ready?"


I nodded and said my good nights. I sat there for a long time trying to wrap my head around all the changes I was in store for but in the end i gave up and went to bed.




"I don't want to go." a day so dismal a body would expect the heavens to let forth a torrent of protest, but instead it aspired to be obnoxiously cheerful. I was in my good grey dress- partially in personal mourning for my life as I knew it and partially in hopes of proving to Grandmother that I wasn't a complete backwater.


"I know, Magdalene. But this is for the best." Molly watched the train puff up to the depot, covering her eyes against the glare.


I lost my composure in the most spectacular manner imaginable, right short of stomping my feet and screaming. "No it isn't! Everyone always says that when they don't know what to say and they're afraid to do something that might be a mistake."


Molly grabbed my arms and gave me a firm shake. I had the feeling that she was refraining from shaking my blasted head off only because i would have certainly broken my glasses if my head were removed. "You are in just as much danger and I need you somewhere that you'll be safe." Molly stared at me and for the first time I realized she was frightened of losing me.


I opened and closed my mouth several times I'm sure. Half formed words were getting choked off by my inability to articulate anger, frustration, grief, indignation and affection at the same time. Before I could recover Molly shoved me into the arms of a respectably dressed gentleman, bags and all. "Here, see what you can do with her."


She stormed off into the crowd.  So taken aback by her sudden abandonment I let the man usher me onto the train and seat me in a mostly empty car by myself, even going so far as to arrange my luggage safely. I don't think I ever thanked him.



 By the time I arrived in my grandmother's town it was early evening. I was ushered away to her home, a modest and modern tall house in the middle of a whole line of them. Nothing distinguished her home from the others and I was wondered how I would keep from going into the wrong house some afternoon.


I was greeted by a pinched looking woman at the door; my grandmother’s house keeper a woman of few words.  She let the cabby leave my trunk in the sitting room and then shoed me up towards the bed, “It’s a late hour and madame has already gone abed.”


I glanced at the clock on the mantel, “But it’s only 8 o’clock!”


My protests were met with a cold look and I continued up the stairs to bed.


The bedroom was stuffy and small, sparse and proper. I felt like I'd been told to sleep in someone’s well ordered sock drawer. An old night gown was lying on the bed, probably one of my cousins. I picked it up and examined it. Judging by the simplistic construction, I knew who it belonged to. "Grandmother didn't want you to wake everyone banging around looking for your night clothes, so I brought you one of mine.”


Elizabeth was the first friendly "safe" face I'd seen since I had arrived. Safe. I could cry all I wanted and know that she wouldn't shush me and tell me I was making a mountain out of a molehill. I wasted no time in flinging myself into her arms and sobbing. I didn't stop till I had wrung myself out.


Elizabeth dried my eyes and gave me a cool cloth for my head. She unbraided my hair, brushed it and helped me out of my fancy dress. "Oh poor Maggie, I can't imagine the time you've had."


"I want to go home, Elizabeth."


"Please don't be so sad about coming here. I know you left behind friends and family, but really life won't be so hard- just different. Gran isn't as bad as you think, she can be very sweet and understanding... and I'll be here."


Elizabeth spent most of her time taking care of Grandmother. Grandmother was very spry for a woman her age and wouldn't allow her age to stop her from doing things that she felt she aught to do. However, she was losing her sight and her hearing a little every year and needed someone to look after her. Elizabeth had been volunteered as the closest relative with even temperament.  She took the task on happily and quietly.  


My second oldest cousin, who was about two years older than me, was her sister’s complete opposite.  If Elizabeth was pious and temperate, her sister was the devil.  Elizabeth was chaste to the point of prudishness, Charity had no end to suitors of every social group. I didn’t get along with Charity at all and was now she was staying here too while their parents were on a tour of Europe. I thought perhaps with Elizabeth there to cushion the inevitable friction between us it wouldn't be as bad as I feared. 


I think I developed a twitch in my eye by the first week. Grandmother was insufferable. I couldn't imagine what made my cousins spend time with her, other than they had never lived without being told that they had to be proper and lady-like. They'd not been barefoot outside since they were toddlers, they didn't steal blackberries from the edges of the cemetery, they were never at a loss as to which item of silverware to use for each course during a formal meal, and they had most certainly had never learned to use magic.

Magic was second nature to my parents and sister, and so it was to me. From the time I could toddle I could do simple things, like find water underground- something that came in handy on the Dough’s farm. I had packed my spell books as a matter of fact, but Molly had yelled at me over it. She'd removed them and carefully explained that my paternal Grandmother and most of my extended family, who I had previously only seen during those summer trips, were never to be shown magic. She'd taken all my charms, my locket that played a lullaby when I opened it and showed a portrait of my parents laughing, the books, all the components I had hand-gathered in the wilds around the house, and packed them away at the false bottom of my trunk. It could only be opened by tracing a sigil onto the left corner of the bottom of the trunk, and only a fellow magician would know how to open it. There was little or no chance that one of my cousins or my grandmother would open it by accident. Since they were all inert unless evoked, no magician would know they were there even if they watched it with the Sight.  From now on, I was not to practice magic again, or face some horrible end. Thoughts of poor women burned at the stake came to mind, cheerfully illustrated by the history book I had been allowed to keep.


Still, as the weeks went by I missed working magic, fussing with metal bits and bobs for making charms, or reading up on different spells and theories. I grew tired of wearing “properly fitting” fashionable clothing and learning pointless activities that were somehow important to maintaining a healthy life as a woman- things of dire importance, like embroidery.  I couldn’t understand how or where learning to make a picture out of thread was going to save my life or make some man want to marry me. I wore shoes at all times unless retiring for the night; I read my bible daily and recited the verses to my grandmother as we sat for our evening prayer. I further frustrated Gran by falling asleep during them but stayed awake all night reading or writing letters to my sister.


Gran eventually left me in the care of Charity.  I don’t know if this was because she was tired of dealing with my obvious unhappiness about my situation or if it was my steady inability to master tasks I saw as pointless, but I had a feeling it was a little bit of punishment for both.  Charity was everything I was not and I'd always been aware of it. Perhaps it was all personal envy and perhaps it was real, but I began to loathe her for it.  Charity was graceful and blonde. Her skin was a clear and pale, her eyes blue, her laugh like music and her grasp of social situations like that of a general over his armies. After Church on Sundays I would watch the others my own age hover around her like bees while I stood beside my grandmother and looked dull. 


Charity took to sitting across the room and carrying a long bamboo stick used for closing the tall curtains to poke me with when I did something wrong. Each day I grew more and more agitated. Each day she dropped more and more hints about how I looked or acted that genuinely hurt me, but I didn't know why they cut so close. I finally realized what it was she was getting at one afternoon when we were picking up the last of the new dresses that had been made for me. 

It was a lovely afternoon, warm but not hot and with a clear sky and breeze. Charity was turning the head of every man, some of them not young at all. She struck poses that looked like something a poet would write awful prose about in some drab attic somewhere. She truly was an awful lovesick poem in motion. I spent the walk trying to think up such an awful poem about her, but I was too cross to get anywhere with it.


The dressmaker's shop was filled with a modest selection of fabrics, this being a fairly wealthy part of town. Charity thrust open the door and called a greeting to the dressmaker's daughter. The two exchanged fashionable salutations in their fashionable hats, gesturing with fashionably gloved delicate hands. I waited for a broom to come and unceremoniously sweep me out the door with the rest of the rubbish. I was twisting my dress subconsciously in my hands when suddenly one of the fashionable gloves grabbed me by the chin and twisted my head back and forth. I tried to not to jerk away from the shock of a stranger grabbing at me as the dressmaker's daughter conferred with my cousin, "Well, Miss Brooke, I'm not exactly sure that these will complement her... I've had anyone come in that has quite that complexion."


She dropped her hand as my cousin yawned, "Yes, well, her mother is a half breed."


As they turned away I stared at the back of my hands where the skin showed dark against the white gloves. My hands were a rich olive color like my sister's. They weren't soft and delicate like Charity's, they were long and clever and rough from washing my own clothes and helping with the farm. Hanks of my hair had come loose from my hat and hung around my face. They were a dark brown, almost black. Without looking I knew my eyes were the same behind my lenses. I listened as the two conferred about my heritage and how it was unseemly but at least I wasn't a complete savage. 


I felt like I was watching the whole scene from outside my body.  I had always known that my Gran and her family didn't approve of my mother being half-Indian, but I didn't realize till now that this unconscious, uncontrolled sin was reflected upon me as well. I knew my Gran loved me, but it was with conditions. I was her granddaughter, but I was a lost cause before I was even born. My greatest social faux pas was not my graceless walk, or my lack of knowledge over social manners, but the fact that I was of mixed descent. I would never fit in here with these people no matter the fact that my father and my mother’s father were white. All that saved me from losing my temper and trying to set fire to both their dresses was an older matron coming  in. She was obviously wealthy and Charity's friend excused herself from us to take care of new business, so we packed up our parcels and left.

I was very quiet on the way home, not that I was ever too talkative with Charity. But now I had less to say than ever. Even to Elizabeth I was silent at home. I went to my room following dinner, grabbed my paper and wrote to the only person that could understand my dilemma. There had to be some place for me to go that was better than this. I MUST go home or go out gallivanting around the world with Molly and away from this place or I'd go mad. I'd run out on the middle of the street screaming and dismantle a few carriages with my bare hands before they bagged me and tucked me away somewhere. I tried not to let the guilt of going mad on purpose and making my sister come make me feel overly distraught. I was being pulled tighter and tighter and it was getting hard to think. The room felt much too small and I felt like I wanted to throw myself out of the window just for want of air.


I rushed over to the window and threw it open. The crisp hint of the coming fall was on the wind and made me feel free and alive. I always enjoyed the night. In the dark everyone's skin looks monotone grey. I breathed in as deep as I could in the corset. It reminded me of the reason I had opened the window and that I had been forbidden from opening it all the way as Gran belieced the night air was "bad for me". I knew that the panicking part of me was over-reacting, but I couldn't fight the sense of urgency that I needed to get a message to Molly now. 


The house was quiet and filled with sleep. The cool breeze made me alert as I worded and re-worded my letters until I managed to make one that made my abhorrence of my situation apparent, but without sounding like a whining child. I must prove to her that I could take care of myself well enough to either accompany her or live at home on my own.  I sealed my envelope with my own sigil and made passes over it with the proper incantations. I was not going to let this gem, this key to the destruction of my bondage be left in the hands of mere mortals at the postal office. No. I would send this through to them by magical means. Molly had always favored the mail as the preferred means of correspondence and that it was a waste of magic to try and send one via magical means. I had never seen anyone do the spell, but it was more a charm than a spell in the first place and charms came naturally to me.


I touched the paper with my finger and then touched the finger to a curl of molly's hair I kept in a tiny locket. The air around the envelope bristled with power, more power than it should have, I thought belatedly. It built and built and I began to panic that maybe this supposedly simple spell was beyond my means. My ears felt like they would burst in with the surge and I wondered if my non-magical Gran and her house would possibly sleep through this and how I would ever explain it to them. Suddenly the letter made a tiny "pop" and little colorful motes of power trickled down from the spot where the letter was and I was able to breath easy again. The letter was gone and from the dim trail I could feel, it was well on its way to Molly, who would receive it within moments.

I waited in silence on my bed for at least fifteen minutes before I gave up hope that an immediate reply would be sent. After fidgeting and trying to be patient for another half hour, I decided to bide my time by getting ready for bed. After the evening ritual, I crawled under the quilt and nestled down to read a mystery novel that I had managed to sneak past my Gran’s all seeing eyes. I'd been keeping it inside my trunk where the house keeper wouldn't find it. It was my vice, my forbidden indulgence, my one way of defying my grandmother in a way that I wasn’t going to get smacked with a bamboo stick.


 I knew that I tended to over extend my own abilities to disastrous results, but that never stopped me from trying. After all, didn't they always said, "At first you don't succeed, try try again?" Perhaps I should have remembered my habit of having my plans go south before I sent that letter. At about half past three I was awakened by light streaming in through the mirror on the dresser.


"Magdalene." 


The woman on the mirror had the same black vaguely angry looking brows and straight black hair as I did. I thought I was dreaming as the image of my sister in the mirror looked hazy and washed out, like a tin photograph. I could tell she was angry and I cowered as any child would. I opened my mouth and managed a very subdued good evening before Molly launched into a full storm of a lecture. "I cannot believe that you would use powers to contact me when I told you full well that you were not, under any circumstances to use them."


My jaw locked and set, "No one said I wasn't to use them under any circumstances! I thought you meant I wasn't supposed to use them in front of Gran-"


"I told you not to use them. I would have thought that you would be sharp enough to figure out that I wasn’t protecting you from Gran but Gran from YOU or whatever decides to follow your flagrant use of magic!  Think about it, when were your spell books ever locked up, along with any magical device? My GOD, Magdalene, you don't have them out now do you?!" Molly's face became very still and worried. My anger and indignation drained away as I saw the real worry in her face.


"No, I put them back in the trunk... not that I needed them for the spell really...  I’m getting much better…"


She sighed through her teeth as she always did when a near disaster had passed. "Good, don't take them out at all. In fact, start packing, I've made new arrangements for you." 


I couldn't help but grin happily at the thought of no more evening biblical debates, discussions on piety and table manners, and no more Charity. "Don't look so happy. You're not being moved because of Gran's lack of sensitivity to our lineage. You're being moved because you've put everyone in danger there. “She rubbed her forehead and I noticed for the first time her hand was bandaged.” I can't explain it now, there's really no time, but it's my own fault for not realizing you'd take it into your head to do something about your situation. It's my fault for rushing out and not taking time putting protections on the house itself. It's a little late for the blame. Instead I've contacted someone to take you in, further up state." 


"I... I'm sorry Molly, I miss you." I could feel hot tears running down my face. I tried to stop them, but I know it looked worse when I tried to stop them and besides, it hurt.


"Everyday I miss you like I had a limb cut off. It’s harder to be the one left behind than the one who’s leaving.  I know that well enough."  I shook my head trying to protest, but she raised her bandaged hand to stop me. " It's far too dangerous to even tell you about what’s happened at this point, but hopefully in a few months I’ll be able to rendezvous with you at Thomas's. Go ahead and pack, you'll leave very shortly as we must get you into shelter and away from those that are helpless as soon as we can. I am so sorry to uproot you again.


“And... as for grandmother's ways... well, it may sit badly but it's something you'll deal with all your life and all you can do is let it slide and know that those who know you will truly love you no matter who you are. Being different lets you see others differences more clearly and in a more honest light. You know that physical differences don't mean a thing if a person's heart is good, and that's more than our grandmother will ever realize. Mother and father loved you, and I love you, Magdalene. Please always remember that."


Before I could say anything the image of her faded from the mirror and I was left alone crying in the dark again. It seemed as I got older my emotions got more and more jumbled. At the moment I seemed to have a bellyful of guilt, relief, and foreboding and it wasn't sitting well. I re-lit my candle and began sorting through my things as quietly as I could, knowing that sleep would not find me for many hours yet.

It was probably wise that Molly didn't tell me the details of my new guardians but allowed the letter to come in the mail as if it had been sent weeks ago and just appear to the household during lunch. 


"Oh my, well, what, humph." Was all Gran would say. She was holding the paper close to her face and making the little disapproving noises that she always made and never realized she did. Little half angry "Oh!" and "Well!" could be heard through the paper and the occasional bite of lunch. I knew what it was and tried not to look eager, but then Elizabeth and Charity were sitting on the edges of their seats also. You could always tell that Charity was excited because her eyes started shining like big blue buttons and she tended to lick her lips overly much. To me she looked like she was having some sort of episode that would later affect her mental capacity, but I suppose the men that chased her found it oddly fetching because I had seen them linger over her in this state. Either that or perhaps they were frightened that she would actually faint away... or go for the jugular.


Elizabeth smiled her pleasant little smile but she kept darting quick looks back to Gran's letter and waited till Gran had stopped making her strange little grunts before asking about the letter.


Gran snapped the letter shut and turned her face towards me. Most people will say a person with spectacles looks owlish, I've certainly been accused of that plenty of times. However, in the case of Gran, her spectacles tended to magnify her eyes and were topped with great bushy eyebrows. Her mouth was tiny and pursed, but it was her hair that always made her look like a strange bird. No matter what she did it tended to poof up in the front like a crest. Her mouth had formed the upside down U that I had inherited for use when in an especially sour or discouraged mood. "It seems your sister is changing your guardianship and I am to take you immediately to your cousin's upstate."


Charity pretended to be bored but was scraping at her plate and licked her lips carefully before drawling out, "But Magdalene doesn't have any cousins upstate. Well, not as far as our side of the family is concerned. And I thought that your mother's family had abandoned her in an orphanage."


Elizabeth frowned at her sister, "Charity, that's awfully rude of you to say." It was not often that Elizabeth corrected her sister, usually preferring to keep the peace by not participating in the little wars Charity waged daily to get her way. Charity's face soured briefly in response. I knew later in the day she'd say something awful to Elizabeth, but not now while Gran was watching.


"No, these are apparently... her mother's father's relatives."


I spit my tea back into the cup rather than have it come streaming out of my nose in front of everyone.  Charity and Elizabeth were equally stunned. Everyone knew about my mother's story. Why she was who she was. I didn't know the exact circumstances of my mother's birth. All I knew was that my grandmother had probably been full Indian and my grandfather had been a white man. There was some speculation on exactly how it had happened, many of which I was not supposed to over hear from my cousins, but one thing was certain, they hadn't been married and he'd left before my mother was even born. I didn't know his name, I didn't know why he had left and I didn't know what sort of person he had been at all. I'd always wondered, but most of the time I had been happy enough to not really think about it. My mother knew his identity, I was sure, but she had never felt the need to contact him if he wasn't going to acknowledge her. The only other thing I knew about him was that he was dead and had died a number of years ago. 


"Apparently your uncle found out about your existence and willed part of his inheritance to you in case you were ever found. His son wishes for you to join him at the family home so that the amends that his father wanted to make could be made with you. He's forwarded enough money for us all to join overnight at his home." this  mollified my grandmother's feelings at least a little. The thought of the big city and perhaps some sightseeing around the area on someone else's ticket was more than enough to sooth her ruffled feelings.


"I wonder if he isn't a prosperous business man of sorts then." Elizabeth speculated.


"I wonder if he's young and handsome." Charity licked her lips. Surely by now her perfect lovely lips were at least a little chapped. One could hope. 


Gran cleared her throat and peered at the paper again. "Well, it hardly matters, I'm sure he's of sufficient enough means to support our visit or else he wouldn't offer. The letter is so polite, I'm sure he's a man of good standing." She folded up the letter and patted it with anticipation. The little smile on her lips was like a gun firing to begin a race. We all devoured our remaining portions as quickly as we could in a lady-like manner and set to packing.

The train to the city was less of a long and jostling ride than the one to Gran's. Charity tried to read one of the books she'd brought and ended up getting terribly ill. The train was packed with mothers and children, some farm hands and older gentlemen, no lovely young men to speak of. She spent the entire trip looking green and trying to sleep. I took pleasure in her discomfort and I admit it.


I sat dreaming up new and exciting stories about what my cousin and his brother would be like. He was, apparently, closer to Molly's age than mine; in fact he was older than she was. His name was Thomas Woolfe. I wondered if he was a lawyer or a doctor, he certainly had a fine name for it. The house must be filled with a staff like a great house would be. Perhaps it was a great sprawling manor in town with new electric lights and lovely carpeting. There would be parties and dresses that I could pick out and not have to run by Charity. At the parties there would be lovely young men for me who would think I looked exotic and not strange. Perhaps it would be just one shy young man with a dashing reputation would pursue me and-


The train lurched to such a sudden stop that I nearly fell out of my chair and into the lap of the woman sitting across from me. I started to apologize but she was already getting out of her chair and down the aisle. I helped Elizabeth with the bags and the four of us stumbled out into the waning sunlight. I was overwhelmed by the sheer number of people dodging to and fro on the station platform. I stood like a rock, completely unable to move. There were more people on the platform than there were in my home town- I was adrift in a sea of hats and bonnets.  Thankfully my cousins had no such reactions to the crowd having come to the city on occasion to visit their father’s relatives. I tripped along after the others, trying to manage my bags and Charity's while a porter carried my trunk. Busy as I was trying not to step on anyone or anything while balancing my load, I smacked into Charity's backside when she stopped. She flicked me a short snarl and then turned to a man dressed in fine black clothes standing before us with a sign with my name on it.


The man holding the sign was not like any I'd ever seen before. He was very pretty, I didn't know how else to describe it. His hair was jet black color and was neatly combed back into a long braid down his back. He wore a neat hat and was clean shaven- but by how smooth his skin looked I doubted he could have grown any sort of scrub to his face. His eyes were a glassy blue and his face was oddly expressionless. He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. As people went by him they did a sort of strange double take, and then walked past slowly. I had never met a man from China before, but from the way I had heard them described, it fit him. However, he wore an English style suit and his eyes were blue and he was very tall. Perhaps he was like me, and straddling different worlds. Charity and Elizabeth stared at him open mouthed while Gran questioned him, "Am I addressing Mr. Thomas Wolfe's valet?"


He made a bird-like movement of his head and looked at her, "Yes, Madame. I am Mr. Chang, Mr. Wolfe's valet. He regrets to inform you that he was called away on business at the last moment and will not be able to meet you. However, he bids you all welcome to his home and hopes that you will enjoy your stay. If you please?"


He led us to a fancy rig with comfortably padded seats, driven by an amiable looking black horse. I watched as he loaded our bags onto the sleek rig.  He didn't seem to struggle at all with the heavy load, but instead lifted them and arranged them neatly without even breaking a sweat. I was a strong girl, having lived on a, but lifting both of those bags had quickly tired me.  There was something very odd about this man, but what was it? It was nagging at the back of my mind.


It was a long ride in the rig to my cousin's house. We went out beyond the tightly packed new buildings, some going up many more stories than I had ever seen before.  I sat with my face pressed against the window of the rig, watching the world go by.  We passed brightly painted shops filled with people coming and going about their daily business.  I grew up in a town with one general store where you could get most of what you needed, or at least the means to make what you needed.  Here there were shops where all that was sold or specialized in one or two items.  Hat shops, glove shops, book shops, stationary store and even photography; each had a steady stream of customers.  Charity strained to keep the opulent looking jeweller’s place in sight as long as she could.  Eventually the shops and restaurants slowly thinned to parks and tall quiet town homes.  Beyond that were modest older homes, and finally we were to a section of town with giant mansions and neat lawns.  


The houses along the street looked to be in good repair and were cheery red brick with well manicured lawns and precise fences. Their gardens were neat spirals and bushes cut like perfect spheres or twirling spires.  Before long we came upon a forested area that I took to be another park.  The fence was stone and in bad repair, crooked and slightly broken in places. It stopped at a pair of massive rusty gates that were parted just enough for the rig to go through.  As we turned down the lane I strained to see through the haphazardly planted trees. I caught sight of bits of grey limestone and an impressive wrap around stone porch.  Surely the house couldn’t be as large as it looked.  I was sure that there was a separate out building that I was seeing.


As we came out of the thick trees, the house emerged from the surrounding forest. It was massive, almost a castle. The stone work had faded to a medium gray; bits of grey-brown ivy were starting to make progress in nature's way of home decoration. The house seemed to swallow up color. Not in a way that felt evil or even foreboding. It was more as if the house was tired despite the fact that it couldn’t have been more than fifty years old. The porch was supported by massive stone arches and weathered grey wood. The trees next to the house were huge and ancient looking. The flower beds seemed half naked with only part of them patchily filled with flowers.  The garden was over grown and wild looking although a broken limestone path invited one to come see what it had to offer.  The house and the garden, for all of it’s disrepair it didn’t seem neglected.  It was more like it was broken in and comfortable, like a favorite chair.  On the first step to the stairs up to the porch was carved, “Grey House”.  


Chang stopped the rig in front of the house and helped my grandmother down. He led us into the house, opening the great maw of a door. It was a heavy oak but didn't creak when it was opened. The entrance ceiling was tall but dimly lit and cramped.  I slowly shuffled after them as I glanced up and up. I could see to the second story from here. The ceiling was dome shaped on the inside and a large chandelier hung from the center. It was ornate brass made to look like leaves coming down around flame shaped glass globes. Six arms in all, it was the largest light I had ever seen, but only three lights were lit. The trim to the ceiling was just as ornate with what looked like the Green Man from myth carved into it at intervals.  I followed the trim over the heads of my cousins to the upstairs balcony that over-looked our position. To my surprise, there was someone there.


I could just make out his outline on the upper banister in the gloom.  He was staring down at us broodingly, head resting on his arms. I could make out longish dark brown hair that curled a little at the ends and thick furrowed black eyebrows; the rest of his face was hidden. The dark corner he was in made me wonder if he wasn't hiding from us. When he saw I noticed him he jerked back and disappeared from view.  


 Startled I realized my party was leaving me.  I skittered along the slick wood floor to try to catch up with the others as they rounded the corner at the end of the hallway.  It too was dimly lit with gas sconces on the walls next to dark paintings and dusty looking decorative pottery, the most impressive grandfather clock I’d ever seen stood a silent sleeping guard to the hall.  I lingered over it for a moment, grandfather clocks had always fascinated me.  Catching up again, I peered around my grandmother’s shoulder and could see the outline of a door at the end of the hall which seemed to be our destination.


The huge room beyond the door seemed to blossom from the cramped hall.  It was with giant windows covered in thin beige curtains.  The room could have swallowed three of my grandmother’s sitting rooms. All the furnishings were a dark rusty red color; even the wood was a rich mahogany. A large made fireplace from a black glossy stone dominated one corner. Two silhouettes faced each other over the mantle place, one man and one woman. The room was very formal and felt sort of stuffy. I could see against the wall faint places where knick knacks had been moved recently, their forms etched by the sun on faded wall paper. 


Chang smiled his empty smile again, "If you ladies would care to wait here a moment I will go and over see your bags taken to your respective rooms and have someone come for you when luncheon is ready."


He bowed and left the room briskly. My Gran sighed happily, settling into a straight backed uncomfortable looking chair. It was the sort of piece of furniture that forced you into a posture reminiscent of a man-at-arms. I looked around the room and began inspecting the little pieces of personality around the room. I wondered if the silhouettes on the wall were my grandfather and his wife or if they were older.  Perhaps I was looking at my great-grandparents’ outlines.  Each ordinary knick knack on the shelves, neglected and faded with time, entranced me as a hidden piece of my own unknown history.  I didn't realize I was practically climbing the book case till my grandmother hissed at me. She patted the chair beside her meaningfully. Reluctantly I joined them. I couldn't expect them to understand what it was like to be in the house of someone who, up until yesterday, had been a fable. I had never really thought I'd ever meet my maternal grandfather, or my maternal grandmother for that matter. She had never returned for my mother after abandoning her children at a church after my mother’s birth.


I soon grew bored with sitting and tried not to pout, or tap my feet. Either would have irritated someone and only gotten me in trouble.   Time stretched and though we didn’t wait too long, it seemed like years.  The clock struck two o’clock and my stomach stared to knot up. Suddenly the door opened and a maid poked her head in.  She looked almost identical to Mr. Chang. Long jet black hair and bright blue eyes, she was as tall as he had been. She smiled in the same strange fashion, "Ladies if you would care to follow me luncheon is ready."


It was hard not to be too eager and make it a race to follow the maid. It had been a long time since the snack I'd had on the train. The dining room was back down the dark hall on the exact opposite of the house. The room had dark wood paneling and light beige curtains. The table was old and showed signs of many years of loving polishing. At the head of the table sat the young man I saw earlier. He was slouched down in one of the chairs reading a newspaper. I could see his messy hair just over the top of the paper. I glanced at the maid and for a split second I saw her calm crack as her eye twitched. She turned to my grandmother and her smile returned. "If you would care to be seated, ladies, I will go and fetch lunch."


Gran sat herself down at the other end of the table, the light from the windows glaring at her back. I sat next to her across from Elizabeth. Charity arranged herself to Elizabeth's right, smiling winningly towards the head of the table. 


The figure at the head of the table didn’t acknowledge us.  He turned a page slowly, not even answering Charity’s flirtatious glance.  Gran cleared her throat authoritatively. The paper was lowered enough to see a glowering stare. "Good heavens, child, your hair looks like a haystack!"


He blinked slowly and lowered the paper. He looked to be about 20 and was quite handsome. Thin lips were locked in what seemed to be a permanent smirk of sarcasm.   His head did not look like a haystack, but it wasn’t neat by any stretch of the word either.  The dark brown hair flopped around his face; up close it was more wavy than curly and apparently hadn’t been combed in days.  His suit was wrinkled and his shirt partially unbuttoned. Around his neck was a coin with a square hole in the center.  It was tied with leather strips tightly like a lady’s choker.  I realized I was staring at his neck and felt myself redden. One of the unsung graces of having darker skin is that blush doesn't show up quite that well and I was spared anyone but myself knowing that I was flustered. He answered Gran in a low voice dripping with sarcasm, "I’m terribly sorry, Madame, but I just woke up."


Gran looked appalled, "It is 3 o'clock in the afternoon and you could not get up earlier and make yourself presentable to greet us, your guests? What would your parents think?"


 "Good heavens, I don't know. Let's ask them!" He tilted his head back and called out, "Mother! Father! This good lady says I'm un-presentable. What do you think of that?" He paused for a moment then answered before snapping his paper back in place, "I don’t suppose they’ll answer, after all, they are dead.  Which means of course you’ll have to excuse them for not attending lunch. "


We three sat in silence for a moment staring at his paper. Gran's mouth was slightly open in shock and Charity looked as if she was trying not to laugh, while Elizabeth looked vaguely offended. It seemed my lot in life to always say the wrong thing at the wrong time, so I tried to keep my mouth shut. Unfortunately fate was determined for me to consistently make a fool of myself and at that moment my stomach growled. Loudly.


I heard the paper rustle and I hid my face in my hands, wracked with horrible embarrassment. My face felt like the inside of an oven and I was sure my ears would melt off at any moment. I peeked through my hands and saw the man smile at me in a sort of incredulous, helpless manner for a moment. I stared at the table meekly, unable to dare look up. Elizabeth cleared her throat softly, ever the peace maker, "I'm sorry, sir, but we do seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. Perhaps you could start by introducing yourself."


Elizabeth’s gentle demeanor won out.  Our host bit his lip and looked abashed. "I am sorry, I'm never very pleasant company first thing,” He looked out the window blandly,” Actually Thomas says I'm never pleasant company. I'm Jack, Thomas's younger brother. I take it you are my long lost cousin, Magdalene?"


 "Um, It's very nice to meet you," I looked at the table.


"Somehow I doubt it that." 


"Ah," I couldn't figure out how to respond so I tried to distract, "This is my cousin Elizabeth, my cousin Charity, and my Grandmother-"


Midway through my introductions the maid returned laden with a cart of hot food. Anything I said was completely lost to Jack. I sighed; there was something about men and food that nothing seemed to keep their attention when it was present. Molly had hinted about there being else, but had refused to tell me till I was older. My heart lurched with a sudden pang of loneliness. I suppose I must have looked distraught at that moment as the maid set down a plate before me. I looked up and caught her eye, she gave me be a broad grin and winked. In that instant I could suddenly see her true self. Her ears were long and sharply pointed and her skin took on a greenish cast. I stared open mouthed at her for a second before whipping around and facing front. The maid was a jinn. She had to be. But as far as I knew Jinn had no gender. Could that mean that she and the valet were the same person? I stared after her retreating back. Jack caught my eye and raised his eyebrows meaningfully. I jerked away and looked at Elizabeth. She frowned at me, "Maggie are you alright, you look a little spooked?"


"I'm fine, just hungry." I was quiet for the rest of dinner. Gran tried to say grace and gave Jack a dirty look as he began to tuck in before she could even get out, “Dear God.”  He put the fork down with exaggerated care and leaned his head on his hand and gave her a look full of impatience. I had a feeling that when he was feeling exceptionally vexed he could probably burn right through things with that stare. Gran, in retaliation, gave an overly long prayer thanking God for our safe travel, good food, and how she hoped that we women could be a beacon of civility to this young man. 


The meal was very filling and tasty. It warmed my toes and I could feel the tight muscles in my neck that I hadn't known were strained coming lose. Conversation was odd, as Charity was talking up a storm and trying desperately to get Jack to come to heel for her as all men did. However, every time she tried to wheedle at him, he'd look at her blankly and tap his fingers on the table. Throughout lunch she slowly lost her composure till finally she was irritated into silence. I took a massive bite of a roll, trying to keep from laughing, as did Elizabeth. Jack looked up and stood abruptly, "If you ladies would excuse me I have some things that must be done shortly-"


He almost escaped but the maid appeared right behind him, causing him to jump a little and smother a curse. The others may have thought that she was just quiet, but I was very sure she had just suddenly popped into existence there behind him. Jinn had a powerful grasp over magic within their home.  The Jinn spoke to him in a tone of authority, "If you would be so kind as to show the ladies to their rooms I'd be much obliged to you Master Jack. I will in turn take and put the dinner away.”


He gave her a desperate, irate look, then hunched his shoulders, "Very well, ladies if you're quite finished?"


"I have not even had dessert yet, Mr. Woolfe. You may as well sit back down." Gran smiled, she was in control, where she liked to be. Jack was forced to sit back down in his seat, one hand in his hair, the other tapping the table irritably. Gran ate her fill, which was considerable for a woman so thin. I glanced over at Jack. He had one eye open and a pained expression on his face. I shrugged a little in apology; he rolled his eyes back to Gran as she announced she was finally done. 


We had passed the grand staircase when we came in, but I hadn't given it a thought, so intent of food and figuring out whom Jack was before. It had one wide stair case going up to a landing and split into two stairs up to the second floor. Jack took the stairs quickly and was already up at the top while we followed at a more moderate pace. When Gran ascended the last step, he was off down the hall to the right.   He was moving too fast for me to really take in the scale of the house with it’s high ceilings and lavish wallpaper.  Jack pointed to a small blue door beside the stair and across from the upper balcony, "Washroom." Then we passed the first door on the left and he opened the second with a great flourish. "Madame Brooke, this is your room." 


I peeked in after Gran and saw the largest bedroom I'd seen in my life. It was easily as big as the parlor had been and the furniture even more grand. The huge four poster bed could have fit all three of us women comfortably. Gran's bags had already been brought up and were neatly arranged beside a couple of fireplace chairs beside the large mantle. "Glad it suits you, let’s keep moving."


Elizabeth stayed with Gran to help her settle in as Jack led Charity and I to the next set of rooms down a second hall. It was a long small room with two neat little beds separated by a single dresser. It had a small window that let in warm afternoon light, lighting up the small space.  Charity and Elizabeth's bags were sitting at the end of the beds. After a moment I worked up the nerve to speak, "Excuse me, Mr. Woolfe, but where are my bags?"


He looked at me like I was a complete fool. "They're in your room."


Charity shoved past me and faced him angrily, "And just why does she get her own room while I have to share?" 


"Because she lives here you insufferable creature. Come on, Magdalene, I'll show you where your room is." He gave Charity a satisfied look before turning and leading the way out of the room. Before Charity could protest I ran down the hall after him.

We went all the way to the other side of the stair and into the first room on the right. Jack opened the door and let me inside.  The room was massive, not as big as the room Gran was staying in, but nearly as large.  The whole room was soft lavender with accents of white trim. The bed was a huge double bed with puffy comfortable looking pillows and a lacey coverlet. The furniture was all white and neat. The rug was lavender with dark blue and purple. My motley trunk sat by the closet near the foot of the bed. The fireplace was neat and white, neither a gaping maw like the downstairs fireplace nor a tiny afterthought. The dresser was deep and ornate with a pretty silver music box on top.  I opened it but no sound came out.  Jack stared around the room nervously and demanded, "Well? What do you think?"


"Oh my goodness. I've never had a big room like this. At Gran's I had the smallest bedroom against the attic stairs and at home I was in the attic. Add to that it’s my favorite color, it’s perfect, thank you." I patted the squishy coverlet and smiled at Jack. His answering grin was the first I had seen him give without sarcasm.  Jack had a nice smile, but I had a feeling that I wouldn't see it often. He turned looking suddenly sad, "Glad you like it; it was my sister, Philomena’s."


Jack excused himself and shut the door behind him.  With no one to see me, I indulged in temptation and took a flying leap into the bed.  It was just as soft and comfortable as I thought.  I stretched out flat and reveled in the space.  There were at least four full pillows on the bed and they were all mine.  I didn’t have to share the bed or even the room with anyone, my own kingdom to organize in whatever fashion I felt like.  


With great sloth I pulled myself out of the soft haven and looked around.  There were no books in here, not even a bookshelf.  Reading was one of my favorite pastimes, whether it was spell books or mysteries I devoured them with great relish.  I shrugged and took the mystery books out of my trunk and stacked them neatly on the dresser beside the music box.  It was a silver box with a heart caught in the arms of a leafless tree.  The rest of the box was tarnished except for around the key and parts of the tree’s arms and the heart itself.  I tried the key again, but it no longer turned.  I glanced at the windows and left the box to sit.


There were heavy drapes over the windows that had been opened so that the room caught the fading sun.  I peered out over the front yard of Grey House.  The trees blocked my view of the road and the half-hearted cleaning of the flower boxes looked even more dejected from up here.    


I wasn't long in unpacking. My new dresses hung neatly in the closet; the rest was organized into the drawers.  I stared at the empty trunk and considered getting out the spell books and putting them away with the other books. If there was a Jinn in the house, I would think it was fine to open it, but I didn't want to risk getting sent away. I wasn't exactly sure this was a place where I could fit in, but I was certain I'd be happier not fitting in here than not fitting in at my Gran's. 



I started to make my way to the lavatory to clean up when I heard what sounded like an argument coming from the little hall in front of my door. I could hear my name and I was sure that one of the voices was Jack. The other voice was muffled.  Suddenly it dawned on me that the other voice was most likely my grandmother giving a lecture or worse.  What if they were arguing as to whether or not I stayed here? What if Gran decided to forbid me from staying? Even though my sister had given approval that I stay here and she was my legal guardian, Gran could still try and make a case for me to be removed.


I crept quietly down the hall and pressed my ear to the seam of the door. I could make out what was being said now. They were arguing about me, but the other participant in the dispute was definitely male and had a much deeper voice than the Jinn, Chang. "It's too soon to tell her all this, we don't even know if she's a mage. She’s just a child, it might frighten her."


"Jack, if we don't tell her now she'll think we don't trust her. Besides which, her curiosity over the house will probably tempt her to wander around at night and then she'll find out the hard way and that will definitely frighten her then. We already know she’s impulsive and untrained enough to call magic in an unprotected house.”


“She’s sixteen, what sixteen year old isn’t impulsive?  Can’t you just use magic to lock her in at night?”


“Oh there’s a great idea.  She’s a magician herself, Jack; she’d break the bonds and then definitely run.  We can't let her go back with her grandmother. The house has been cleaned while they're away, but it still has no protections on it. I wasn't able to arrange for anyone of skill to fix things up," He sighed and I could tell they'd been going back and forth for a while with no results. "So my vote is still that we tell her about me. About everything." 


"I still say no and you aren't going to get me to change my mind, “I could almost see the smug expression on Jack's face, "So we're in a deadlock."


"Well I say yes, so it's two against one and we win." There was the sound of a raspberry and I recognized the voice this time. It was the Jinn. 


"This isn't a democracy you hoodlum. Besides which, you're not of blood and so your vote doesn't count, “said Jack with animosity. 


Chang's mocking tone changed into a cold formal tone, "We could go and ask Philomena what she says in the matter if you wish, master Jack." 


I heard a creak of leather, like someone shifting uncomfortably in a chair. The voice I didn't recognize coughed, "No, she asked to be left alone for now and I'd rather we honor that. She deserves peace and quiet, she trusted this decision to us."


"Why don't you ask the girl if she wants to know?" asked Chang. He mockingly threw Jack's words back at him, "She is of the blood and besides... she's sitting outside the door."


I jerked back from the crack and tried to get to my feet and out of the hallway as quietly as I could. As a child my godmother had figured out how to get me to stop stomping around the house; she pointed out that anyone could stomp around the house as loudly as they could, it wasn't hard. Sneaking around was much harder and more of a challenge. As a result I got very good at being very quiet and fast. In the end I think she regretted challenging me. 


Before I could get very far Chang stuck his, her? she was the maid at the moment, out the door and smiled at me. "Miss Magdalene, won't you come in? There's someone here who'd like to meet you."


I bit my lip and slunk in the door, looking around nervously. Again the great house amazed me. I was in a gigantic library. It was like one in a castle with a second balcony of books and a rolling ladder to reach the upper shelves. I stared off for a moment before Jack snapped his fingers and looked at me with pure irritation. I gulped, ready to be read my charges and executed for treason.


"Magdalene, it's so nice to meet you, I am Jack's brother, your cousin Thomas." For the first time I noticed a man standing in the little alcove of books to my left. He was tall and thin like his brother, but while Jack could be described as lanky, Thomas was more elegant. He had a finished quality to him. He was dressed very well in a dark grey suit and freshly pressed shirt. His dark brown hair was slicked back from his clean shaven face and fell a little past his shoulders. Like his brother, he was very handsome, but Thomas seemed to have natural smile on his face always. His eyes were a very startling light blue. I reached for his hand to shake it, but my hand went right through his. 


I stared in amazement as he walked sadly into the sunlight that was creeping in through the library blinds. Where the sun hit him, he was almost completely transparent, like a ghost. I stared at him helplessly as he shrugged; "Now you see why it would have been awkward for me to have greeted your grandmother."


"Is... is it permanent?"


Thomas shrugged and sat down on the tall leather high backed chair next to Jack's, he made no indentation but seemed to be almost floating there. He frowned, "It might be. I'm not sure. I can't leave the grounds at all, and if I concentrate I can completely disappear. I can communicate with others via a mirror, like any magician, but I get a very weak connection. My sister, you'll meet her tomorrow after your family leaves, is the most powerful of us, which is saying something, and she hasn't been able to reverse this. Ah, speaking of Mina, she will be continuing your magical education."


I let out a whoop of exhilaration, "Y-you mean it? I can take my books out safely and everything?"


He looked bemused, "Ah, yes. Grey House is very well protected against outside influence, magically speaking. It's perfectly safe for you to use magic here. In fact Mina's attic is so well fortified you could destroy half a room with a fireball up there and the roof wouldn't even leak.  Just nothing outside the grounds till you’ve learned to hide yourself properly, if you please." 


"So this is what you were arguing about? About me knowing about the magic, about your... condition?" Thomas smiled and nodded. I let out a breath I'd been holding since I'd first heard my name mentioned. "That is good to know. I was afraid that you didn't want me here.  Or that I was causing friction between already established residents." 


"You mean with how much venom there was between Chang and Jack? I wouldn't worry about that, they're always arguing. They don't really get on well with each other." Jack scowled at his brother in answer.


Chang smiled deviously and languished against a book case and ruffling Jack’s hair, "Truth is even a saint couldn’t get along with Jack."


Jack stood up quickly, nearly knocking the chair over, "I believe I’ll be going. If anyone has need of me I'll be in the billiard room, hitting things."


He stormed out the door, but managed not to slam it closed. I felt bad that Chang had upset him that much. If Chang's needling comments affected him in such a strong way why press the matter? It seemed a shame to consistently badger someone into a rage. 


Thomas apologized, "You'll get used to that. He can't take teasing, but he calms down very quickly.”


“M-mr. Wolfe, my being here won’t be a problem, will it?  I don’t want to cause strife-“


He looked guilty and shook his head, “No it’s fine, I wouldn’t have suggested it as a permanent situation till your sister returns if it wasn’t okay.  I hope I didn’t give you that impression.  And it’s just Thomas, we’re family after all.  Just Thomas, Jack, Chang, and Philomena.”


“And I’m just Maggie then,” I smiled, satisfied with the situation.


Chang put her arm around my shoulder and propelled me past Thomas, "Now, Master Thomas has arranged for you and your visitors to see an opera tonight in the city, so I'd best help you into something a bit more formal."


My dress was wrinkled from traveling and my habit of twisting it around my fingers when I was nervous. I had never been to an opera before; I couldn't imagine what I would wear to one. I started to protest, but Thomas looked so pleased with himself I couldn't find the heart to do so. "Now, Magdalene, don't thank me. I don't want you all to get bored your first night here and I did sort of want to impress your pretty cousin."


I stopped in my tracks and stared at him incredulously, "Charity? But she's~"


"Awful, I know. But she’s rather fetching in the same way a dangerous animal is.  Ornamental, I suppose.  But she'll have less chance to be awful to you if she's kept busy. Anyway, please enjoy your evening; I will be here when you get back, most likely in the library if you wish to talk more." He waved and faded from site as I watched.


I dressed for the Opera, mulling over what had been said and the strange predicament of Thomas. There were many ways that a person could run afoul of the type of tainted magic that seemed to be affecting Thomas. I couldn't read anything off him with the Sight. Since I couldn't touch him physically I couldn't Heal him either.  Every magician retained some ability to use their powers to heal the body, but not all could do it well.  I had been told by my sister that mine was above average, in fact the healing spell I knew was the most advanced spell I knew.  My ability to Heal a person was limited by physical contact. If I couldn't touch someone I couldn't tell what was wrong with them no matter what my eyes told me. It was an instinctual healing, not a medical one, although I could feel where they were injured and how severe the injury was on touch. At the moment I was unable to Heal more than moderate wounds completely. I could partially close major ones, but they would still need medical treatment and probably stitches. If it was something internal, well, I probably could have only prolonged their life for a few moments. Not terribly effective most of the time, but still more than the average magician could do.


As for how Thomas came to be a living ghost, for I assumed he was alive, I knew of three ways it could have happened. The first was the likeliest. Some Magicians were much the same as inventors, constantly throwing together parts of spells and components to try to make new spells. I often did that with my tinkering with charms. When I didn't get things quite right the result was usually comical at best, painful at worst, however, the larger the spell the more serious the side effect. The worst wasn't even death, I had read of people who'd gotten themselves or their loved ones turned into inanimate objects which no one was sure still held the consciousness of the person, or blasting themselves half away around the world where they’d never been before and didn’t speak the language, stranding themselves.  We were only aware that this happened because sometimes it happened that people were occasionally blasted here. 


I'd also heard of more sinister reactions, like being turned into a zombie of some kind, or slowly having your flesh fall off. But those were few and far between since they were necrotic reactions to necromancy spells and necromancy was a forbidden practice. Too many un-pleasantries were associated with the discipline for it to be allowed in a healthy society. But Thomas's predicament could have come from an invisibility spell gone wrong, or some sorcery involving intangible objects- like fake walls or such. The second way was less likely but in the same vein- he could have been letting a friend experiment on him or he had been using a charm that wasn't made right. But whether it had been made correctly or not opened up a new question and third option. It could have been a defective charm on purpose. Or he could have been cursed. 


Magicians didn’t go about just randomly cursing anything that piqued their temper unlike they tell you in stories. Neither did they make cursed or purposely backwards charms and distribute them to the masses on a regular basis. Curses took a lot of blood and death; they were forbidden and looked upon as ill as necromancy if not more. Most other Magicians would have thought me too young to be told about these things, but my sister wanted me to be prepared for the worst possible eventualities. Just as a mother might warn a child from going off with a stranger, Molly warned me about why the stranger might want me in the first place.  A child’s death created a surplus of power and there were always those that craved more power by any means necessary.


Curses took years and years of work and a truly powerful and not just mildly unpleasant curse took a very powerful person to complete. A curse to give a person obnoxious body odor might take a few weeks to a month to prepare and might not require more than the blood of some small rodent to complete. But a curse to incapacitate, mute or kill someone would take years. It was impossible to collect on the power of someone killed by a curse, so you seldom saw curses in which the person died from it. There were far simpler untraceable and mundane ways to kill a person after which the life energy and/or magical power of the person became the murderers to do with as he wished. You could, however, create a spell or curse to slowly drain a person of their life, or their youth or what have you, which was possibly what was happening to Thomas. However, Thomas would have realized that by now and put a stop to that.


Stopping a curse or curing it was difficult.  The hardest part was finding who had cursed you and how.  Usually they hinged on an object and the object had to be undone- not destroyed- in order to lift the curse.  Of course you could also transmute curses, which came at great sacrifice, but it was faster than trying to completely undo it.  However, that typically got things even further tangled magically and taking the curse off became even harder.


Judging by the fact that Thomas seemed sad but not distraught at his situation I figured that immaterialism was probably a side effect from a spell and would eventually wear off. There wasn't much I could do about it, but perhaps I with more study I could help. I considered the possibilities and what books in the library that would help me as I dressed. Thankfully the room had the odd sort of hooks for getting a person into her corset without the help of a maid or an objectionable cousin. In the end I managed to dress myself without having to summon help. I was sure that Chang could have helped me, but given the Jinn's dual nature of gender, I wasn't very comfortable in being in my lacy whites in front of him. Her. It.


I studied myself in front of the marvelous full length mirror that stood in the corner of the room. My dress was a soft lavender grey and not the almost blinding colors that my cousins both favored. When dressed in the bright colors that they preferred I tended to look like some sort of unpleasant floral arrangement more suited to hanging on a wall than going about my daily business. Lavender I found soothing and relaxing as well as camouflaging. I had re-brushed my hair and pulled it back into the low bun I always wore while I was getting ready. I could have done with something fancier, but I didn't want to bother. My hair was so unbelievably thick it took forever to make any sort of creation with it. Instead I strung beads around the bun and straightened out my bangs and deemed myself suitable. I considered getting a once over by my grandmother or cousins but I didn't feel up to being picked apart and put back together. I went out in the hall and bumped into Elizabeth.


"Oh, Maggie, I was about to see if you need any help getting ready but it seems your already done. Gran is taking a nap before she gets ready to go to the Opera. I am ever so excited about this; Miss Chang told us that we'll be in Mr. Wolfe's box seat. I've never seen a show from such a good seat. Well, I haven't really seen an opera before, father would surely not approve,“ I had never seen Elizabeth babble before. I'd never seen her dressed up before either. She was in a royal blue dress with tiny pearl buttons and her hair was pulled up and curled into some sort of chignon. She looked very lovely, and personally I thought she was much more beautiful than her sister. She fussed with my hair for a few minutes, pushing my bangs aside and clipping the bun into a more popular style.  She turned as Grandmother called her from down the hallway and she left. 


Finally I stood in the hall alone, for the first time at loose ends. I wasn't really sure what to do with myself, so I decided to explore. The house was so huge that I was afraid I'd get lost if I wasn't careful, so I made my way down the steps back to the first floor. The old wood stairs had a carpet covering them that had once been plush but now was deeply worn. It was a soft celery green with little pink flowers, I wondered if Jack and Thomas's mother had picked it out. I saw very few touches of femininity in the house. Most places were dark greens or browns, heavy wood and rich reds. I liked dark colors, but as any sixteen year old girl I had a weakness for the occasional lacey abomination. I was completely thrilled with Philomena’s room and I wondered why I didn't see more evidence of her personality around the house and why she had opted to stay in her attic. For that matter, why did she leave such a lovely comfortable room for the attic?  


I found myself meandering over towards the dining room with the vague idea that I might get a quick snack. Before I got close I heard a strange hollow noise as if something was being repeatedly knocked over. Curious, I walked over to the open door on my left and looked in. Jack had his jacket off and his sleeves rolled up. I could see just how despairingly wrinkled his shirt was, as if from the moment it was born from some poor sewing machine somewhere it had been wadded up and mistreated. His vest, although made of sterner stuff, had also seen better days with several buttons missing. In the center of the room was a table full of small round wooden balls he was attacking with a pointed wooden stick. He aimed it between his fingers and was about to hit a white fat ball when I spoke, "Hello, is this billiards?"


He scraped the stick a little on the table and stared at me wild eyed, "Gads, don't you make any noise?" He scratched his head with the tip of the stick and left a blue streak on his forehead as he stared at the table.


I felt like an obnoxious little child. All I needed was a hideous hat and some nasty candy to drip on things. "I'm sorry; I've messed up your game now, haven't I?"


"No, I'm... not really playing. Thomas taught me to play when I was little. Granted I broke a few things by throwing the balls before I convinced him to teach me. It's more fun just to hit the balls around," He cocked his head at the table, then handed me a stick. "Want to play? The object is to use the white ball to hit the others down into the holes." 


I accepted the stick with great trepidation. I'd used a staff as a child to play with, but usually I was pretending to be a shepardess or some all-powerful magician, not bludgeoning something or someone with it. I watched Jack line up a shot with his stick and neatly sink a green ball. They made a pleasant "Konk" when they hit each other and I found myself longing to hear the noise again. I watched him hit a few more balls and then took a turn. I managed to hit the white ball but not very well, it went depressingly short and hit nothing. Jack laughed, "Just keep trying, you'll get it eventually."


I hunched over the table trying not to get my dress caught on anything. "My Gran would have a conniption fit if she knew what I was doing." 


"You don't get along with her very well do you?" Jack observed.


"Sometimes I do. I get along more often with her than with Charity." It was so much easier to talk to a handsome boy when he wasn't looking at you.  I avoided his eye and concentrated on the game.  “You could see for yourself how hard she is to get along with.”


Jack was quiet for a moment while he made a shot. It missed everything and he looked rather disgusted with himself, "What Chang said... I do get along with most people so long as I keep my mouth shut. The trouble is more that I'm not good with people. I always say the wrong thing and make people mad anyway, so why bother being polite?"


I considered this as I lined up my next shot, focusing on a pretty shiny black ball with a fat number eight on it, "Well, I'm not particularly good at hitting things with sticks, but I've found it to be sort of fun and eventually with practice at it I'll get better, right?" The white ball smacked the black one and knocked against the other side before the ball went neatly into a hole with a satisfying shork. I smiled, proud of my accomplishment, "See?"


"Yes but you just sunk the 8-ball," again the sarcastic smirk. There was some connotation here that I wasn't getting. He shook his head, "Never mind... I'll explain it later."


I felt like I had found my footing only to lose it again and had trouble starting up a new conversation. Slowly Jack and I managed to clean the table of its round occupants. When all that was left was the white ball Jack proclaimed us done. I was still feeling awkward but apparently he was satisfied with my fledgling billiard abilities, "I haven't had anyone to play with since Thomas... I mean Mina doesn't much like to play. And Chang cheats," he scowled for a moment then turned to me in approval, "We'll make a player out of you yet, Magdalene."


"Maggie, please. Well at least Maggie when Gran isn't around.  Whenever anyone uses my full name I feel like it’s a precursor to me getting a lecture." I rolled my eyes.


Jack, to my surprise, laughed at that. It was pleasant, the same as Thomas’, and for a moment I could see the clear family resemblance. I wondered what had made Thomas such a blithe, cheery yet intangible man and his younger brother so sarcastic and rude. I was about to overstep myself and ask when Charity came into the room looking for me. She stopped and stared at Jack, her head cocked at him strangely.


I figured it was because of the big blue streak he still had on his forehead but Jack reacted oddly. His eyes were frightened and he backed away from her. He snapped at her, "What?"


Charity found his behavior odd also and backed off a bit. She pointed to her forehead, "You've got a blue streak right there." 


He unrolled his sleeve and scrubbed at his head snapping at her, "Better?" 


She rolled her eyes, not bothering to hide her irritation with him.  “Mr. Woolfe, I hope your brother has better manners than you do.”


Jack grabbed his coat and pulled it on, buttoning his shirt collar up and pulling the loose tie back into some semblance of what it was supposed to be. The strange necklace was now completely covered and I had the feeling that hiding it was why he had bothered to pull up his shirt at all. “Oh Thomas is much more charming than I am.  But I don’t think he’d be interested in immature little girls.”


Charity snorted, “Is that the best you can do, Mr. Woolfe? I’m only mildly insulted.”


Jack slid past us out the door, “I apologize, Miss Brookes, all I really want is to get away from you.”


She frowned at him, grabbed his sleeve and gave it a shake, "Mister Woolfe, if you plan on accompanying us we would greatly appreciate it if you would perhaps change into something more formal," she sniffed and sneered at him a little,” Preferably clean."


He pulled his sleeve from her grip slowly and glared at her, drawing himself up to his full height. He was much taller than Charity or I but Charity faced him boldly as he shot back, "I can't imagine what would ever possess me to spend the drive to the theater locked in a wheeled box with you, Miss Brookes. Perhaps if you knocked me senseless and stuffed me into the luggage rack-“


"Is that a request?" 


Jack turned red and I was sure he'd say something regrettable which would only make Charity irritable all evening. "You're not coming then, Jack?"


“Oh, so friendly already, Magdalene?  Calling each other by our Christian names are we?” 


I felt my face flush again and looked away.  Jack came to my defense angrily, “Maggie and I  may be newly acquainted, Miss Brookes, but we are family.  I don’t see her trailing after you calling you ‘Miss Brookes’ but I’m sure you’d be delighted if she did simper to you like everyone else.”


Charity puffed up her cheeks hotly, too angry to respond.  Jack responded to my original question, "No I’m not coming Maggie, I apologize.  I’m afraid I have better things to do than distract your cousin from her prey like watching paint dry.  Good evening, Maggie. Happy husband hunting, Miss Brookes."


Charity set her jaw and followed him down the hall toward the stairs.  Jack escaped up one side as Elizabeth and Gran arrived at the bottom of the other.  Between Elizabeth, Gran and Charity I felt a little under-dressed. While each portion of my attire was nice individually, I felt like I didn't pull it all together well.  A child's collage of string and newspaper clippings next to the others carefully ornamented and arranged dresses. I wondered if people would realize we were even part of the same family. 

The rig seemed fancier somehow but no one seemed to notice but me. Chang was certainly dressed a little more fancy than he had been earlier this afternoon.  He winked at me as he closed the door to the rig behind us.  Jinn were a strange species of creature that I honestly didn't know much about. Most of my families books were about different spell casting and a little history; we didn't have much in the way of a bestiary beyond a child's guide to magical animals and certainly no books on the habits of other intelligent magical creatures. What I knew came from things my parents, who had interacted with several of the races that lived on the fringes of human society, had said. 


Jinn were usually bound to an object or a home or a family. They were very powerful but at the same time limited by their own rules. They willingly bound themselves into servitude in order to understand and appreciate life. Their lives were nearly endless. They could be killed but they didn't just die or age at all. For a nearly immortal creature to be able to appreciate their immortality the Jinn elders felt that it was necessary for them to become attached emotionally to humans, who's lives were wrapped up in emotion and the shortness of their time on earth. After a period of time the Jinn was freed and could return to his home. I wasn't sure if they had families at that point or if they went and became ponderous monks, but either seemed possible.  Of the creatures from the story of the origin of magic they were the only ones who freely admitted that they had not been there on that legendary night.  Their understanding of magic and true abilities were a closely guarded secret even to the humans who they served.


I stared out the window into the streets.  They were filled with people even at this hour. It was around 7pm, when most people would have been eating dinner, or so I thought. Though the streets were nice and the neighborhoods respectable, I kept catching glimpses of the city’s dark side in the alleys and around the curve of streets.  Tired looking older men in dusty creased work clothes, as gray as Grey House, shuffled home for food and a place to sit. Equally worn looking women limped past as we stopped to let a small carriage through a cross street. I was surprised to see as we got closer that some of the women were no older than I was, in fact some were much younger. I had heard of ungodly hours and wages paid to women in factories and the fabled sweatshops, but they had always been talked of in conspiratorial whispers not meant for a little girl to hear. 


I quickly forgot the seedy sites of the street as we rounded the corner to the theater. I was easily distracted by shiny, glittery things and the Opera house with all its lights was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen.  The building took the full block and was made of stately white stone. The front was built to look a bit like a cathedral with crenulations and two eaves under which incredible statues twisted around each other. There were electric street lights outside and I hurried over to one as we exited the rig. It was quite tall, at least seven or eight feet and wrought iron. I touched it and felt a current of magic in my arm. Chang came over to stand by me casually and patted the light, "Do you see how this one has a tiny dragon on the top by the light?"


I looked up and could just make out a set of scaly feet and a long twisting head. From my child's bestiary I recognized it as an eastern dragon, one that meant good luck. Chang's skin was glowing greenly and he looked very inhuman for the moment. I knew that when he was speaking at this moment that only I would hear. He smiled, "The ones with the tiny dragons are for us to use. It's a transportation gate that you can use to get anywhere in the city. You simply knock once on the pole, tell it where you want to go, and it'll take you as close as it can get to that spot in the city." 


I rubbed the lamp post affectionately.  It was a wonderful use of a transportation charm. "That's amazing. I wonder if I'll ever get to the level that I'll be able to create such a thing."


Chang patted my head and went back to the horses, "I'm sure with Miss Mina's help you will." He tipped his hat to my Gran and drove off into the thickening night.


The inside of the theater was like a different world. It was decorated with statues and paintings from all over the world. Gran sniffed at a large pot bellied statue with a huge smile on his pleasant face. I rather liked him and was tempted to rub his belly, but Gran gave me a severe look. There were six pillars, three on each side of the room, and they looked to be a solid caramel colored marble, behind them were elaborate mosaics of dancers. Everywhere there was gold gilding and some strange statue nestled into some nook or cranny. Some of the statues were a little frightening and no too few little children were crying at the sight of them. I rubbed my arms as I felt cold breath from an exceptionally angry looking little god on his own cherry wood pedestal. I could feel that these little representations of deities did not appreciate being pulled from their cozy niches to be brought to a silly Opera house and be pawed at by ogling guests. I went and stood back with my Grandmother by the happy rotund little statue.  Charity meandered off in search of more opulent guests, and there were certainly plenty around.  The rest of us simply stood and watched the crowd while we waited.


"Good heavens, have either of you seen Charity? The show will be starting soon," Gran looked at her pocket watch. It had once been my grandfathers and rather than giving it to my father or one of his siblings after he passed away she had decided to keep it herself. It was a wonderful old thing that fit snugly into the palm of your hand. As a child I had sat in his lap and wound it every night I visited. 
Elizabeth and I looked around realizing that neither of us had seen her bobbing blond head since we'd come through the door. Most certainly she was doing exactly what Jack had accused her of and was off somewhere flirting with some young gentleman of hopefully good breeding. All at once I saw her cross the room towards us on the arm of a rugged looking man about Thomas's age. He had thick dark brown hair and a well fitting suit in gray, a neatly trimmed mustache sat on his upper lip like well trained pet. I stared for a moment before Charity introduced us. He smiled at me and took my hand, "Ah, so you're the Woolfe's cousin, splendid to meet you." 


There was a polite cough from behind him and he turned to a young boy that had followed him over.  The boy was perhaps sixteen, maybe older it was always hard for me to tell with boys.  He had a delicate pale complexion that stood out starkly from his long black hair.  His big green eyes were expressive and curious.  The man turned and clapped the boy on the shoulder.  “This is my nephew, Riah Boltz.  I’m Josephus Green, your cousin was telling me how you’ll be staying with Thomas.”


I smiled shyly and let the others do the talking. Riah seemed content to do the same, but we kept stealing glances at each other.  He seemed so shy, standing behind the broad shoulders of his uncle, I didn’t hear him speak once, but I could see him staring intently at all of us girls.  Probably he was as girl crazy as any young boy, but didn’t know how to go about it.  From his shyness I assumed that he’d been educated at home with his mother and had just not experienced a lot of social interactions with the opposite sex; it was certainly true for me.  He was just a smidge taller than I was, which made me think he was older than my first estimation.  Most boys my own age were shorter than I was by almost a head, making me feel like a towering giant.


“Went to school with your cousin, I did,” said Mr. Green amiably.  “His parents died when they were all young so your grandfather took care of the lot.  Grand man, your grandfather.  He was tough as nails as was the little girl, Thomas’s sister.  Your grandfather packed her up and sailed to Europe looking for a cure to something that ailed Thomas.  They went to all sorts of godless countries looking for it!  That man would do anything for his boy.”


“Did he find it?” asked Elizabeth conversationally.


Mr. Green shrugged, “I suppose he must have if Thomas is still alive.  Seems to me it was something quite dire.”


Gran looked at me, “You didn’t say that there was another girl in the family, the letter your sister sent didn’t say a word about it.”


I flubbed, trying to figure out how I was going to cover up the fact that Philomena was at the moment, less familiar to me than Thomas and locked in the attic of her own will.  “Well, I, um?”


I heard a soft couch from behind Mr. Green.  Riah had a soft and undeniably polite tone of voice,”Forgive me for saying so, Mrs. Brookes, but the show is about to start.”  


“Good gracious, it is!” Gran thanked the two politely and shooed us to our seats. Somehow in the shuffle she forgot to ask about Philomena again.


The box we were in was at the far end of the row. It was a good seat and since we'd been given opera glasses by Chang we could see all the show in elaborate detail. I drank in the bejeweled costumes and lush sets. Gran covered my eyes when some scantily clad dancers preformed a ballet masquerading as slaves. I had trouble following the plot since it was in a language I didn't speak, but I could tell it was sad from the discreet sniffling from Charity and Elizabeth. 


After the lovers had been parted and their families had sworn to kill each other, or maybe the families had been parted and the lovers had sworn to kill themselves, we reached intermission. Being in the box for so long it felt good to wander around the second level and stretch my legs. I was left to my own devices as I watched Charity make a bee-line for Mr. Green who was mingling with a few other men around his age and social standing and several stunningly beautiful young ladies. I couldn't help but sigh looking at how gracefully they wore their great gowns with massive bustles, a wonder they could fit in their seats tho.  Their low cut gowns revealed more than just the beauty of their sparkling jewels and fresh flowers.  I could see Riah once again hiding partially behind his uncle, but the fancy ladies found him out.  They cooed at him and pinched his cheeks, saying what a catch he would be someday.  The poor boy looked absolutely stricken.  I caught his eye for a moment, but the thought of trying to talk to a handsome boy in front of Charity and other society women frightened me too much.  I turned away with a heavy discouraged heart.  


The whole room began to heat up quickly with so many bodies occupying it at the same time. Soon it became unbearably hot for me in my high necked dress and long sleeves. I began to feel as if everything was too close and I desperately needed air. I pushed past others in the room until I could get to the far door that led down to the theater boxes. I knew at the end was a door leading to the back balconies where the actors and patrons could smoke without fear of burning down the building. Hopefully it wouldn't be filled with the cloying smoke of its usual guests. I reached the corridor and found the balcony empty. 


I stood there and enjoyed the night sky for a few minutes, the breeze tearing pieces of my hair free from the clips I was wearing. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the air and the quiet. The city was so strange a place, so many people all at once.  I wondered what kind of creatures eked out a living here.  Just like deer and coyotes, magical creatures adapted to new environments and the changing ways of man.  Surely some would be able to overcome their fear of cold iron and the new smog to venture into the city.  I had heard of brownies, helpful creatures well liked by human magicians, who no longer feared iron but they were rare.  However, as with less than supernatural fauna, the more obnoxious and odious creatures had adapted faster.  Gremlins got into the works of mechanical things causing accidents that were at mildest maiming, at worst fatal.  Thankfully most deterrents still worked.  Ghosts haunted the night, but still were averse to spending any time around holy objects.  Vampires still couldn’t cross a threshold without being invited in.


The blood curdling scream that erupted behind me took me completely by surprise and if the ridge of the balcony hadn't been so thick I'd have probably gone over the edge and added my own scream to the night. My first thought was for my family or that I, ninety pound girl that I was, could somehow save the screamer from her assailant. I rushed through the doors and towards the bowels of the theater where I had heard the scream. As I turned down a hall way a horrible face blocked my way. At first I thought it was perhaps a gargoyle or decoration or even a theater prop, but then it slowly made its way towards me.


I backed up in horror and alarm. The beast’s face, which I could see clearly now that my eyes had adjusted to the light, was covered in dense short fur. The nose was long and feline like the great cats I'd seen at the zoo. It had long dark brown hair on its head that fell forward over foot long straight wickedly sharp horns. Its ears were long and quested around like a cat's, trying to hear if anyone was coming. Its eyes were a light golden brown, like a lion's. They seemed overly intelligent for such a bestial face. I could hear shouts from behind me and at the sound the beast bared its teeth over my shoulder, then turned and with astonishing speed knocked me to the side and barreled out of the balcony. I stared after it in confusion. The thing had been standing like a human, but when it ran it dropped to all fours. It was odd, but I could have sworn it was wearing pants. Two men came running up at me from the opposite direction. The first almost ran over me and was soon joined by more men who were coming in the door behind me. I pointed to the balcony when asked the inevitable, "Which way did he go?"


The second man coming up from the hall was carrying a sad looking limp form. My heart was caught in my throat, sure that the beast had torn out the throat of some poor theater urchin. I took a step closer and the man shook his head, "She's only fainted, I'm sure she'll be fine and only lament the destruction of her fancy hairdo."


He was trying to laugh but looked white around the edges. The woman was completely colorless and limp. I recognized her as one of the beauties that had been flanking Mr. Green. The two men came back in from the balcony and shook their heads, "He's long gone whoever he was. He must have intended to have his way with Miss Waverly and when she fainted he took one of the theater masks to hide his identity."


I was quite sure that whoever had just leapt out of the balcony,(and to where? Did he climb the building?) was not wearing a mask. But before I could say anything, an older gentleman shoved past me. 


"I'm a doctor!" he announced in a cranky tone, "Set the girl down on the floor where I can reach her. Did you loosen her corset?" the man who had carried Miss Waverly turned beet red and shook his head. "It's probably the damned corset, always too tight.  They can’t get a proper breath and down they go!"


The stiffer of the two gentlemen who had looked out the balcony admonished the doctor, "Sir, there is still a lady present. Such language is not needed."


He looked at me, his craggy face a permanent scowl, much the way Jack would be in twenty years if he didn't lighten up, "Eh? So there is. Help me loosen her corset, child."


The men were shooed out, some reluctantly, as a few of the actresses arrived to see what the commotion was. One of them helped me take off the poor woman's dress enough to get at the strings of her corset. When it was loosened she gave a little sigh, turning her pretty face to one side. I thought she'd wake up, but she didn't. 


I held her right arm as the doctor took her pulse with with the left.  There was a mark there that was slowly becoming a bruise.  It was oddly shaped sort of long and slender but funneling out at one end.  I touched her face but felt no injury in her, in fact I felt a strange nothingness in her. I backed away in uncomprehending fright. She continued to lay unmoving. The doctor opened up a bag and took out a small vial and waved it under her nose. Nothing happened. He took her pulse again, listened to her breath, and then tried again. We loosened the corset as much as was descent, but she remained unconscious. The doctor touched the back of her head and opened her eyes and looked at them. He stood and shook his head. "You ladies get something to cover her with. She must have hit her head when she fell but I can't see any signs of it. Child, you'd best run along to your mamma now, nothing more you can do here."


He patted my shoulder and shooed me out the door. I was greeted by a throng of people all badgering me as to what had happened. I could only shake my head and say what the doctor said, everyone was sure it was a man in a mask who had attacked the woman and who would believe an almost hysterical young girl saying that it was a monster? Suddenly a big arm swept down and picked me up. I barely had time to squawk before I was being born through the crowd by a much larger and determined man. I recognized Mr. Green belatedly as he set me down next to my grandmother. I took a wobbly seat and Elizabeth gently pushed my head down near my knees so that I didn't follow suit and faint also.  A glass of water was offered to me and I drank it all down, handing it back to Riah who was stayed quietly at my side.  I could hear the crowd jabbering at me still and I weakly started to answer when Mr. Green turned round and bellowed out to them, "You all will back off and mind your own damn business! This poor child has had enough of a scare tonight without you all buzzing about like a bunch of horseflies!"


He said a few choice words more and turned back to us and apologized for his foul language. He offered us his carriage home if we wished to not wait for Chang to come back for us. Gran accepted and I spent a blessedly quiet ride home. I leaned on Elizabeth and stared numbly out into the darkness. Every time I heard footsteps or a strange noise I flinched. At least I knew Mr. Green and Riah were out there and the police were combing the streets around the theater it was unlikely that a beast of some kind would attack us, but I wanted desperately to put a spell of protection around the carriage to be sure. At the same time, I didn't know how to make much more than a basic protective spell and a spell that weak wouldn't keep out something of the beast's strength and would alert every magically sensitive person within the city that I was there. 

We finally arrived home and muttered a thank you to Mr. Green to whom we promised to pass along greetings to Thomas from. I hobbled into the house and went straight to my room, Elizabeth trailing me. Chang suddenly seemed to be everywhere, and perhaps she was. I was so mentally exhausted that I didn't even react to her stripping me and putting me into my night clothes. Before I knew it I was in bed with a hot cup of tea. Chang smiled at me as she left, "Is there anything else you need?"


"I’d like to talk to Thomas, please. I saw something tonight and I think it might have been what attacked that woman." My hands were still shaking a little but I managed to get the tea cup to my lips. I knew I was safe here though, that brought me much comfort. After a moment there was a soft glow of light like a moonbeam across my bed. From that light solidified the image of my cousin. Thomas looked terribly concerned and hurt, "Maggie, are you alright?"


For a brief moment I could see my sister in his face instead and I burst into helpless tears into the tea. I expected Thomas to become flustered and leave, but he didn't. Instead he made soft comforting sounds and after I had cried myself out he surprised me by handing me my handkerchief. "Oh, but your solid now?"


He smiled wanly as I blew my nose with a resounding honk. I could never manage to blow it quietly, but at least that got me out of attending church when I had a cold. "Alas, no. If I concentrate I can make a part of me solid for a bit. I understand that you had quite a scare tonight."


The whole story of the encounter with the beast and the girl's nothingness came spilling out in a hurry. I shivered at the memory, "It was like she was just a giant warm doll, no soul." 


"That doesn't sound good at all. At any rate, I'm glad that you weren't hurt by the beast or whatever took the girl down."


"You don't think the beast did it?" 


"No, the two are probably unrelated, or whatever attacked the girl triggered a turning in the were-panther and that's why he suddenly appeared."


"He?" 


"Well, yes... you said it was shirtless, I'd assume that if it was a woman it'd still at least be wearing a corset," Thomas laughed a little, "I can't imagine how hard it would be to turn into a monster in a corset."


The thought of the poor beast stuck in a corset, all angry and hopping made me laugh and chased the last of my phantoms away.   I tilted my head in thought, “Still, that was no werewolf.”


Thomas looked at me skeptically and replied as if I was a know-it-all child,  “And you know this so surely how?” 


I nettled, “For your information, I have seen and met werewolves before," He raised his eyebrows at this, "They don't come into the city very often, it's too dirty and too many people. They really aren't bad if you get to know them." I'd always felt, after having met werewolves that lived near the farm, that were's got a bad reputation for a few bad eggs. Most werewolves were more like the wild mountain men of stories. Mostly they never assumed full human or full wolf forms. They were caught in a constant flux between the two, looking most like a sort of bulky human with a wolf's head.   I’d met the family of them I knew when I was only about four. I ran off into the snow at night after being dared to by Hope’s sisters.  The father wolf had found me, shivering, out in the woods.  He wrapped me in his cloak and kept me warm then returned me to the house.  "No, this beast was more feline and had horns.  I suppose it could have been a were-panther of some kind but I've never heard of any were with horns."


Thomas shook his head and said quickly, "Well, it could have been someone in the Opera who was wearing horns and suddenly turned for the first time. On the other hand, the girl felt empty you say?" I nodded and felt haunted. I couldn't put my finger on why she felt so wrong. It didn't feel like she was dead, just as if a part of her was gone.  “That is disconcerting and possibly magical in nature.  I’ll ask around but most likely she just had an apoplectic fit from seeing the were.”


Thomas smiled and brushed the bangs back from my forehead, "Sleep well little cousin. Despite the rather acidic nature of some of the inhabitants of Grey House, we're all glad you've come to stay with us." 


As he faded from sight before he made it even to the door.  I felt pleasantly warm all over. I put my tea on my nightstand and blew out the candle. For the first time since leaving my sister I felt happy again.

"Miss Magdalene, time to wake up," I could smell tea and toast. And butter, soft savory butter. I forced my eyes open, they felt like they weighed as much as my trunk, but my stomach was in charge of my facilities at the moment and would not be denied. I blinked sleepily at the image of the Jinn. She was in female guise at the moment and her white apron was blinding to my tired eyes. I pulled myself upright, prying sleep's fingers from my head. The tea was just at gulping temperature and I made short work of it and the toast. I could never abide by typical hearty breakfasts; they tended to sit in my stomach and made me nauseous for the rest of the day. Toast with butter was enough to get me to lunch without throwing up or passing out. Chang's little maid cap bobbed up and down in her thick black hair as she ritualistically opened each curtain. "You'd best be up and about, Mistress. Your family is going home today and they wish to see you before they're off."


I got out of bed and leapt the foot or so from my bed to the carpet, avoiding the cool wood. Chang laid out a clean grey dress for me and smiled, "And today Miss Mina would like to start your tutoring."


"So early in the morning? What time is it anyway?" I had lost my fear of dressing in front of the Jinn and was already into my clean chemise by the time she was done opening the curtains. 


"It is seven o'clock in the am, Miss," I grimaced at the mere mention of the time. Chang was much too cheery for it being so early in the morning. She saw me wince and clucked, "Ahh there, there, dear. Miss Mina won't ask for you so early after this, she just wants a head start for this first day I suspect."


I finished dressing, not bothering to do more than pull my hair in a bow. I hoped I would have time to finish with it before I met Mina, but I didn't have time for much more if Gran was leaving. I reached her room at the end of the hall just as Elizabeth opened it. She smiled and looked at me nervously. My ravings of a beast in the Opera the night before had apparently unsettled her. I tried my best to look sane and in full control of my mental capacities. My Gran was wandering about the room double checking her things. She looked up when she saw me and walked over and bestowed a kiss on my dumbfounded forehead. "Oh Maggie, I hate to leave you in this place, but I do feel that you're happier here. Are you happy dear?"


I blinked, "Yes, ma'am, very happy. I like it here and I like the... house very much," I was about to say that I liked Chang and Thomas very much, but realized that would be telling too much. Best to say that I preferred the house.


She smiled rather benevolently at me and turned to Elizabeth, "I wonder, did you see the boy at breakfast?"


Apparently there had been a formal breakfast that I had not been invited too. I suppose I was excused because of my strenuous adventure the night before. The thought of Gran trying to stuff me full of sausage and eggs at 6am made my stomach churn uncomfortably. Elizabeth shook her head, "I didn't see him, I would assume young Mr. Wolfe is still sleeping."


I knew the obstinate set to Gran's mouth and I feared it. "Ah-huh. Well, Magdalene, since you're already dressed would you go and have Miss Chang wake him?" She adopted the matriarchal pose that we all dreaded, "My presence here is fleeting, but I should hope I can make a difference on the boy's demeanor in my short time here."


I wondered what other torments she had put poor Jack through when I wasn't around if she'd had the time. I bobbed my head subserviently and went to find Chang. I found her leaning against the wall outside Gran's door, smiling like a cat with cream. "Wake up Master Jack, hm? I think you aught to help me Miss Maggie!" 


Before I could protest she grabbed my arm and hauled me down to the next door almost across from the stairs. She knocked on the door politely and waited with a bemused expression on her face for a moment, then leaned forward against the door and listened, "Mmm... still asleep!" 


She shoved the door open with her shoulder, letting herself in, grinning from ear to ear. I followed reluctantly, her firm grip on my wrist keeping me from waiting in the hall. I could feel my ears burning already. I'd never had a brother or even any male friends. My only exposure to men was limited to Oliver, who was a little like a brother, but more like a sister who wore pants. All my cousins were female, even at our little country church I hadn't seen very many boys anywhere near my age. Jack still had me on uneven footing and neither of us seemed to know exactly what to do with the other. Now here I was breaking into his room at 7:30 in the morning in tow of a particularly un-servile servant. 


The room was filled with the gloom only several sets of curtains would create. For a moment I was blind until Chan lit a witch light, a small globe of energy that gave off a faint glow. She winked at me, "You don't want to see this room under any other light but this."


I looked around at the wreck of a room. It looked like what I would expect a bar room to be like after a brawl. Clothes were scattered everywhere, books littered the floor, one painting was half destroyed and the other was leaning precariously against a mound of dirty clothes near the closet. The furniture looked like pirates had interrogated it. "Eh, well Mr. Dresser I suggest you cooperate as you've seen what we've done to your friend the footstool!" 


I gingerly stepped over the destruction on the floor to where Chang stood. The bed was an enormous thing that had perhaps once been canopied. Now two of the four posters were broken and one was missing altogether. The remains of the canopy itself seemed to have been shoved behind the bed. The bed was a pile of pillows and blankets arranged like a nest, under which I assumed Jack lay. However, Chang didn't bother too long with the bed, poking it and prodding it. She grabbed edge of the covers, I knew what was coming and turned my back as she ripped the blankets off the bed, feeling my ears burn again. I heard her cackle as she spun me around, the bed was empty. "Our quarry has escaped us, but not for long."


She stepped over a spilled paint set which had ruined a spot on the floor and lurched to the closet. She rapped on it softly, and I could hear a grumbling answer and the door opened. It was a large closet, and the bottom was padded with old pillows. Jack stood wearing mostly just a long under shirt. It trailed about halfway down his thighs- which were bare. Regardless I was much too stunned to move. The necklace had left marks on his neck from being slept in and with as far as the undershirt was unbuttoned I could see long pink scratches across his bare chest as if something or someone had fought with him. He smelled a little bit like alcohol and had a bruise on his cheek. Chang smiled and waved at him and he frowned at her for a moment and turned to me, the same muddled sleepy expression on his face. I waved a little reluctantly as he focused on me. He stared at me blankly for a good long moment before it dawned on him and he snapped into full alertness. With a sharp oath he retreated into the closet all but slamming the door, "Magdalene! What the devil are you doing in here at this hour!? Why the hell didn't you KNOCK?"


"I, well, Chang tried and um..." 


He opened the door a crack and peered out evilly at Chang, who continued to smile at him, "This is all your doing you damned Jinn."


Chang clapped her hands and tried to look innocent, "Oh my dear Master Jack! I completely forgot you humans’ aversion to flesh." She drew out the “sh” on the end of the word, and I could see Jack turn red behind the door. 


"What the hell do you two want anyway?"


"My grandmother is leaving and wanted you to see her off," I was twisting the front of my skirt in my hands again. 


I heard him sit back down in his lair with a sigh and a heavy thunk. "God, what is with that woman's obsession with ordering me about and criticizing me?!"


"I don't know Jack, I'm very sorry. She doesn't mean any harm-"


"Doesn't mean any harm? I've barely been in bed a few hours." I could hear him wrestling around in the closet, probably getting dressed. He emerged bare-chested but at least in pants this time. Flustered, I spun around and faced the door, walking towards it carefully as he cursed good manners, social courtesy and a man's role in life. "Why is it that women always want a man dressed and presentable and up at the first light of dawn looking dapper!? Why must we always be pleasant and make stupid conversation and live in stiff suits that are about as comfortable as the boxes they come in?"


I spun around and puffed at him, losing my temper with his grousing. "I don't know! For heaven sake she's an old lady, would it kill you to pretend that you feel something less than animosity for her for a few moments? She's not staying here and running your life like you claim women want to do! And for THAT matter, I don't give a tinker's cuss if you want to dress like the walking undead and keep the same sort of hours! I didn't sleep much either last night! At least you can go right back to bed!"


He was blessedly mostly dressed by this time and glaring at me as he pulled the back of his hair into an old black grosgrain ribbon. Even the ribbon was wrinkled and frayed. "I didn't mean YOU, Maggie, what the hell are you yelling at me for?"


I let my breath swell my cheeks and I stood there angrily for a moment, then marched back out of the room and slammed his door shut. I mimed my anger to the quiet hallway, got it under control and glanced down through the balcony to the front hall to see that Grandmother, Charity and Elizabeth were on the ground floor waiting. "Did you wake him?"


"I think he'll be along shortly." I marched down the stairs, trying not to let my poor temper show. Elizabeth embraced me as Chang, now a man, carried their bags to the carriage. I got a dainty formal embrace from Charity and a long winded speech about how I was growing up and would be a woman soon and shouldn't let Jack's bad manners rub off on me from my grandmother.  I realized that she was genuinely going to miss me as tears welled in her eyes.  She sighed, “So pretty, just like your mother.”


About that time she seemed to notice that Jack had come down the stairs. Miraculously he had combed his hair at some point and found a less-wrinkled shirt than the one he had worn yesterday. He marched over to my grandmother, formally bowed to her and offered her his arm. She sniffed at him, "Is that the best you can do? I can still smell the alcohol on you."


I watched him pull a frustrated face as she turned from him and stepped out of the house to where my cousins were waiting. I waved to her as she ascended to the rig and they drove out of sight. When the door was safely closed I looked over at Jack, who was still fuming, "Okay never mind, there's no reason to be polite to her for you. I have to be, she's my grandmother."


Thomas faded into sight and shook his head at me, "How did you stand living with her?"


"I didn't, that's why I'm here." I pushed off the door as Thomas beckoned me to follow him upstairs.


"I'm supposed to take you up to meet my sister, Maggie," I nodded as he and Jack went down past my cousin's guest room to a strange little door set into the wall. It was thinner than normal and looked like it was made to blend in with the paneling and the wall. Inside was a set of steep spiral steps that led up to another funny little door. At the top Jack self consciously slicked back his hair and straightened his suit. Thomas knocked on the door as Jack nervously chewed on his lower lip. The little door swung inward to reveal blinding light.


The attic seemed to be created entirely of magic. It was bathed in vibrant yellow light as bright as a summer afternoon. Papered in a bright cheery yellow the worn brown wood floor was warm to the touch. I followed them down the hall past candles that floated in the air brightly. I stopped to poke at one but Jack stopped me, "They're real. Mina doesn't like witch lights but she doesn't want to bother with the gas lights either. How she keeps them from burning to stubs or falling to the floor I have no idea."


Thomas shrugged at me, “I told you she was powerful.”


I walked past the floating candelabra in awe and continued down the hall. It eventually opened up into a larger room still covered with the yellow wallpaper. In the center of the room, which was impossibly large, was a little white bed with mosquito netting around it coming down from the ceiling. The problem with this was there was no ceiling. I looked up and saw that the string that held the netting extended up into a yellow wallpaper-lined sky and disappeared. Beside the bed was a stout white book case with neatly ordered books, a fat table, a plush sheepskin rug, and a spindly white table between two comfortable looking butter colored chairs. In one of them was a young woman with an abundance of straight red hair left undone and draped around her like a cape. Her skin was a perfect cream that even Charity would have been envious of. She wore a mint green tea dress made of soft shimmery material that left her long white arms bare. The idyllic image was ruined by the blindfold she wore over her eyes. A little fluffy white dog leapt to his feet, panting happily and ran to greet Jack and Thomas. I stepped out from behind them and startled it. It skidded across the floor to a halt, its bug-eyes rolling. It barked at me and made an ungraceful scramble for its mistress’s side. She turned her head towards the sound and smiled, "It seems I have a guest. Cousin Magdalene, would you do me the honor of greeting you?"


I stepped forward hesitantly and she beckoned for me to come closer, "There, that's it," She reached out and touched my face and patted my hair, smiling benevolently. She looked like a little girl almost, she was so delicate. "Oh, but you are lovely, just as Thomas told me, Magdalene."


Thomas coughed and shuffled uncomfortably. He looked away bashfully, his floppy hair hanging in his face slightly. "I would prefer if you would call me Maggie, please."


She smiled, "Maggie it is then. You may call me Mina," She turned and made her way back to her chair and sat gracefully, making a sour expression on her face, "Philomena is rather a mouthful, and my father used to call me Phil the Pill when I was a child to tease me."


"My father used to call me Maggie the Maggot, which is why my grandmother always calls me by my full name." 


I smiled and Jack laughed a little, "Maggie the Maggot, I like that."


Mina turned her frown at him and for the first time I saw Jack wilt a little. She faced him coldly then made a gesture with her hand, "You may go now."


Jack looked somewhat crushed, but Thomas nodded, "Very well, ring if you need anything from us, Chang should be back in a short time." 


Mina patted the chair beside her eagerly. I sat slowly, watching Jack and Thomas leave through the door. Jack glanced back sadly once, and then followed his brother. Mina seemed to sense my unease and explained, "When Jack was born there were great complications. The midwife was able to safe him, but not our mother. After she passed, I raised Jack, I even named him. A child's obstinacy to name her brother after a faithful dead horse." She leaned against her hand coyly and smirked, it was the same smile as her brother, "I'm afraid that he's rather attached to me, but he's far old enough to not demand all my attention any longer."


"Do you not teach him also?" 


Her head whipped toward me, surprised, "Why no. Didn't you notice? I suppose not, you haven't been taught to. Jack has no magical ability to speak of."


I blinked. I hadn't realized that at all. Maybe that was why he was so cranky all the time, he felt inadequate. I sipped the tea from the little white table to cover my surprise. She laughed musically, "Oh don't feel too bad. He's very smart and could have gone to a university if he'd had a mind to. I suppose it isn't too late, but his temper is so untrustworthy around people."


Across the room the dog cocked his head at the bed and started to lift his leg, before I could say a word Mina snapped her fingers at him. He looked back at her but continued to lift his leg towards the bed. She said a single word of power and the dog suddenly was gone. She sipped her tea calmly as I stared at her in disbelief.


Her face was calm but her voice was dangerous, "Do no think me incapacitated, my dear. I can still see the world, distorted though it is, in my mind," I was stunned. I had never heard of anyone with this ability and admitted just as much to her, "Most people cannot simply because they have never tried. You and I will work on this until you are able to See as well as I can. I may be eye-less but I am not enfeebled."


"Eye-less?"


"Yes. I gave up my eyes to save someone I loved. At the time it was all I was able to do to save him, and I gladly gave them up." I stared at the cloth covering her eyes and tried to imagine the sightless holes that were there now and stirred uncomfortably. There were disturbing depths to Mina that I hadn't seen in Thomas or Jack.


Mina smiled and sat down her tea happily, her face undergoing a complete transition. "But that's a story for some other time. For now let's get down to business. I'll put you through your paces and we'll see how much you have to learn.”


“Of course,” she sensed my unease and motioned for me to go on, “But, ah, what… happened to the dog, please?”


She threw back her head with laughter, “Oh my goodness.  I’m sorry, I forget myself sometimes.  He’s down in the garden… watering it.  In a few minutes I’ll bring him back up.”


I stared at her blankly.  Transportation was one of the most powerful spells I knew of.  Mina nodded at me, “In time you will be able to do this also.  Granted you will not be as… hindered at it as I am.  I can only send things to places I saw before my eyes were taken, “She added bitterly.  She turned her head towards the bed and sat silently for a moment.  The sound of my stirring brought her back to the present and her good mood, “Ah, but here I am wool gathering when there’s work to be done!”


"Putting me through my paces" turned out to not be as easy as it sounded. Mina ruthlessly ran me through my entire repertoire of spells and found me greatly lacking. She determined that it wasn't that my skill was so little but that I was simply a late bloomer and had been taught backwards. She lamented that Molly wasn't here to explain exactly what she had done to teach me and that she would have to write to her and find out why I had so many holes in my education. 


Mina was at the same time a more grueling task master and a much easier teacher than my sister. Since I was not related to nor raised by Mina we didn't get into fights. I had no intrinsic desire to prove her wrong or mock her teaching or show her up. I had no one to show off too but her and it wasn't going to impress her much if I ignored her teaching and made a mess of things- which had never occurred to me when Molly was teaching me. On the other hand she felt no sibling desire to protect me or push me. When I was ready to give up she sent me to go walk it off and try again later instead of patting my head and giving up or blowing up at me. When I was about to lose my temper with myself or my project she sent me to go play billiards and hit things. I started to get better at hitting the balls, if not making them go into the pockets. I also learned a new game I was good at, darts.  I'd always been very accurate at throwing things at people. It came from a long history of the women in my family throwing objects at howling cats or siblings. At first I was afraid of the sharp darts, but soon enough I got over my fear and could actually contend with Jack in a game of darts unlike billiards. Sometimes he seemed pleased with the competition and other times sullen that I wanted to play a game with him. 


In the meantime I got to know Thomas, Jack, and Chang more. Thomas was who I went to when I was particularly frustrated with something. Mina was very, "Figure it out on your own and you will never forget what you learned," but at times I definitely hit brick walls in my efforts. Thomas was good at explaining things in ways I could understand and was very patient with me. He also didn't seem to mind talking about his siblings. ..

The dart hit the board in the center with a satisfying smack.  Suddenly a body appeared over it, the dart in it’s heart.  Thomas raised a hand to the “wound” and moaned, “Oh Maggie!  How could you?  You’ve done me in!”


I watched my ethereal cousin flop around like a Shakespearian martyr.  After awhile I had to concede and laughed.  Thomas stopped and smiled, sitting down on the edge of the billiard table. “That’s more like it.  Is Mina wearing you down?”


I sighed and yanked the darts out of the board, “No, the spells are.  She doesn’t have the patience to deal with me when I’m ready to lose my temper…”


“Mina doesn’t like displays of emotion,” said Thomas darkly, “She prefers that people were like her, cold.”


I stared at the darts in my hands for a moment, mulling over what I wanted to say, “My sister and I are so similar.  We like the same things, have similar snappish tempers, and it’s easy to make us laugh.  But you three, you’re all as different as perfect strangers.”


Thomas leaned back, his long arms reaching most of the way across the table. The few balls on the table weren’t even disturbed by his passing, “We weren’t always like this, Maggie.  Well, I suppose I was, I haven’t really changed in character just in opacity,” He smirked.  “But Mina and Jack have changed so much.”


“How so?” I came and sat beside him on the table.


 “Well, Mina was only ten when our mother died,” The pit of my stomach grew cold.  That was the same age I had been when my own parents had passed way.  Even if I hadn't known them in person, their letters had meant much to me.  I mourned their passing greatly.  “Our father had died  a year previous.  Mina raised us boys with minimal help from Grandfather.  I think it all became too much for her and with some other… things that happened she just up and locked herself in the attic one day.  Grandfather didn’t like a lot of emotion to be shown either and I think he took that out on her.”


“And Jack? I imagine he was always a handful.”


“Not as much as you’d think.  He was never as... close as I was to Grandfather.  He lost his temper with Jack quite often, but not because of Jack’s fault.  It seemed more like my poor brother was just always in the wrong place at the wrong time, and always in Grandfather’s path when he was in a foul mood.  Jack was always quiet as a child, very shy.  He used to hide behind Mina’s skirts whenever people would approach him at church- which was the only time we really ever left the house. “ 


Thomas got up and paced over to the credenza beside the window.  He was barely an outline against the light, but i could see him fondly stroke a box of cigars that sat on the desk.  Thomas took a breath and smiled, “I used to smoke these all the time.  It drove Mina to distraction.  There was a time when she visited me at the school I attended and caught me with one.  She snapped her fingers and made it explode in my mouth.  It split my lip and she felt awful about it.  I can't even touch the damn things now but I still crave them.  I think Jack may have picked up the habit now, there's a few of them missing.  You know, he used to steal the ink blotters from our grandfather’s desk and draw these intricate landscapes on it.  It was usually from a bird’s eye view and all the roads were drawn right down to their cobblestones.  He’d tell us stories about the people that lived in the houses on the streets.”


I thought of the spilled paint set in Jack’s room.  I wondered how long it had been there, unused and ruining the wood.  “Thomas…  tell me about Grandfather?”


He stared at me intensely and walked over to lean against the table, facing me, “Maggie I hope you don’t envy our family at all.  If you imagine that he was a kind and loving man you’re mistaken.  He was very unperson-able and the only emotions he ever really showed were approval or anger.  My parents were gentle and loving, there was a great void in the house after they were gone,” He crossed his arms and looked uncomfortable, “He used to cloister the three of us, himself, Mina and I and he, in his work room and go on for hours on end about magic.  Jack would sit outside the door and listen, sometimes when he was very little he’d cry because he was so lonely for us.  Grandfather used to yell and threaten him through the door till he ran away and hid.”


The words sat like lead in my thoughts.  Whatever I had ever thought my Grandfather to be it was not a man who would frighten his own grandson to tears for no good reason.  “Airing all the dirty laundry, Thomas?”


We looked up to see Jack lounging in the doorway.  The light was coming from behind him and his face was in shadow but I could see his eyes.  They always varied in color from a sort of very light olive to down right yellow like they were now.  Thomas started guiltily, “Jack, Maggie was just asking about-“


“I know, I’ve been here long enough to listen,” He walked behind us to grab one of the cues.  His long legs propelled him quickly to a painting of hunting dogs that hung on the wall opposite the darts.  Reaching up to grope around the frame, he pulled out a few cigarettes and a lighter, then lit one with exaggerated care, “I haven't been stealing the precious cigars, their stench reminds me too much of grandfather.”


“He doesn't seem to have been a good man,” I muttered.


Jack blew smoke from his nostrils then gave me a penetrating look, “A good man doesn't abandon a little girl pregnant with his child.  Grandfather was like winter on the prairie; cold, harsh and unforgiving.”


I felt something like needles going down my back.  Somehow I'd always known that and somehow I had always hoped that the whole ordeal had been a misunderstanding or an accident.  I had hoped that both were young, that my grandfather maybe hadn't known that my grandmother was pregnant and that he was not married to the Woolfe boys grandmother yet.  I felt a prodding through my skirts against my backside, “Maggie, your bustle is ruining my shot.”


I slid off the table just as Jack whacked the cue ball mercilessly.  It bounced off the side into another striped ball and through Thomas’ hands.  Even though he felt nothing, the older brother winced.  Jack ignored us both and coldly went about his game.  Thomas disappeared from sight and I was left alone with my angry cousin.  I deposited the darts next to the board and started out the door.  I heard Jack call my name and turned to face him, “Maggie, the one thing to know about our grandfather is that he cared only for himself.  There wasn’t room in his heart for anyone else.”


“Maggie, Maggie, stop before you hurt yourself.” Admonished Mina.  The object of the day's lesson sat sadly in the same spot it had an hour ago.  The goal was to get the globe to float, a seemingly easy looking task.  Levitation was one of the gateway spells.  There were five gateway spells for basic touchable object manipulation, spells that had to be mastered before more advanced spells could be used; levitation, substance, healing, truth, and time.  So far I’d mastered healing and substance.  Substance was the ability to change the weight, opacity or solidity of an object.  I was being careful lately to not show my frustration or anger to Mina, instead asking to take breaks when I needed it.  By this time she was starting to realize when I needed the breaks and called lunch.


Lunch today was light with finger sandwiches and cold tea.  We ate it quietly in the big comfortable yellow chairs.  Periodically Mina would toss a bit to the silly white dog, who devoured the morsels greedily.  He still growled at me, but I was slowly earning his trust.  


“So how are you getting along with our little family?” asked Mina, smiling at me coyly.


I swallowed and considered my answer, “Well, Jack and I seem to have an interesting relationship.  Some days are fine, and others I seem to spend every free moment screaming my lungs out at him,” That was a good summing up of the problems we had.  He never seemed to curb his tongue or think at all what was coming off of it. A body is not made to hear the unmitigated thoughts of other people. He tended to rant and rave about things without ever thinking about who was listening. Chang made him even worse and the two went round and round to infinity with their bickering. With Chang it seemed to be all a game to see just how much it would take before Jack lost his temper completely and left the room.  “And Chang is always helpful when he isn’t goading Jack into a fit.”


Mina stifled a laugh and delicately dabbed her mouth.  “Go on, what about Thomas?”


“I like Thomas very much.  He’s always polite and he has an even temper.  He’s been very helpful with finding things in the library for me.  I can get him to talk on almost any subject but himself.” I finished.


Mina sat back in her chair with a wistful look on her pretty face.  “My poor Thomas.  His predicament is hard for him to bear.  He was always the most out going of all of us.  You see, all he really ever wanted to do was take over our father’s shipping firm.  He loved the idea of the boats going up and down the river to the great cities of the north.  Our father once took him on a trip up there to see the Great Lakes.  He was fascinated by the idea of such a huge body of water that you can’t even see across being surrounded by land.  Have you ever seen the Great Lakes, Mina?” I shook my head dumbly, embarrassed to admit that I had only gone outside of my tiny twin towns I called home to visit my grandmother. “ I think you’d like to see it someday, the ocean too.  But I digress.  At fourteen Thomas started at a boarding school to get him ready for university.  From his letters I gather he was quite the young rake, causing havoc and breaking hearts wherever he went.”


“Was Grandfather happy about that?  Thomas wanting to go on to take over the shipyard I mean.”


The walls of Mina’s emotions slammed shut.  She replied to me coldly, “It’s time to get back to work, Maggie.  Time enough for talk later.”


But there never was, Mina always avoided the subject after that.  In fact she avoided the subject of her family in general after that and would only talk of abstract pleasant things, like what sort of flowers were pretty and what sort of things I liked to eat.  I wanted to like Mina, and I did in many ways.  However, there was a part of me that was a little afraid of her.


“It’s her power, “ Said Thomas when I brought it up my uneasiness with Mina.  “She’s extremely powerful and I think it’s made her a little inhuman.”


I shivered a little, “Maybe that’s it.  She taught me how to look for magic in a person’s aura.  I can tell she’s powerful, but she’s subdued it so much that I can’t tell how much.”


Thomas nodded.  He closed his eyes for a moment, “Look at me know, tell me what you see.”


I squinted, trying to invoke the new power of reading a person’s aura.  People, plants, and animals gave off energy in different patterns which any magic user could see.  Magic using creatures gave off a different color and pattern from those without it.  The more powerful a magic user the brighter and larger the aura, powerful magic magicians, and witches too as far as I knew, would dampen the fields so they had a sort of pulsating bright halo that was close to the body.  It was professional courtesy else they’d be going around blinding lesser magicians and letting any creature with the ability to see auras know where they were at all times.  Without proper protective shields a body could also see the energies of magic being used, much like there is a flash and smoke on a gun when the trigger is pulled.  A powerful enough shield could actually make a body’s aura disappear or change into something completely different.  


“AUGH!”  As I watched, Thomas' aura exploded off of him and blinded me.  I rubbed my star filled eyes unhappily.  I could hear Thomas laughing and chided him, “Oh that’s not fair!  That’s downright dirty pool!”


“Sorry Maggie.  I just wanted to give you something to base your estimate on.  Mina is more powerful than I am.”


I took off my glasses and rubbed my watering eyes.  Thomas had been bright enough to make me see sun spots, I couldn’t imagine how bright Mina would be. “So on average; are you more powerful than other magicians?”


Thomas shrugged, “I’m above average, but not leagues above.  It’s sort of a waste when you think about it.”


“Because you can’t use it in the state you’re in?”


Thomas waltz through the couch I was sitting on.  It is a profoundly disturbing thing to see someone half in and half out of a solid piece of furniture, I was thankful when he decided to sit instead.  “No, I can use my magic just fine, I just can’t leave the grounds. “ He looked sad, “What I meant was I have all this power and I don’t want to use it.”


“You don’t want it?!” Never had I heard of a magician who didn’t want to be a magician.  Those who yearned for more power, yes, but not those who lamented having it at all.


Thomas looked wistfully out the window into the half filled flower garden and the dilapidated gazebo.  “No.  All I ever wanted was to run Father’s shipping company.  Well, and have some torrid love affair with a beautiful exotic woman.  Or maybe several love affairs with several exotic women.”  He saw the incredulous look on my face and faltered, “Not at the same time of course!  One at a time!”


“Of course…”


Thomas ran his hand through his hair nervously, making it fall down around his face, “I know that sounds mundane, but I wanted to be out on the water and going back and forth to Europe.  I wanted to see the world and make sure our family had a tidy income coming in.  Certainly the company’s run by some very fine men that were contemporaries of my father, but what will happen when they’re gone?


I cupped my hands over where Thomas’ hands were, “Well, we’ll just have to get you back to normal before that happens, yes?”


He smiled up at me through the curtain of his hair.  It was the saddest smile I’d seen on him yet.  It broke my heart to see him so defeated, he was normally always so happy.  I continued haltingly, “I mean, if magic runs so strongly in our family, surely it’s run as powerful in my sister and I also.  So if the four of us put our heads together we’ll eventually come up with something.”


The sad smile didn’t waver.  Thomas leaned forward and kissed me softly on the forehead.  I could feel an icy spot where he’d touched me, “Thank you for your confidence, Maggie.  I think you’re the only one that still believes I can be saved.  That any of us can be saved.”


He floated backwards, like smoke in the wind, leaving the room.  I stood watching him feeling sad and helpless.  I needed non-volitile companionship and a distraction.


I found Chang in the kitchen.  There were two pots bubbling merrily on the little stove, and something else in the oven that smelled like bread.  The kitchen was painted yellow where there was wood and red brick where there was not.  Giant windows helped expell the heat and lighten the room with sunlight.  The floors were paved with flagstone, easy to clean and contrasting with the red walls.  The room was over warm and Chang had his sleeves rolled up against the heat.  Over his shirt he had a lady's apron, liberally stained with food.  He was humming to himself but still noticed as I came in, “Need a snack, Miss?”


“Actually I thought I might help if I may.  Mina's sent me off to for the day...” 


Chang picked up what I wasn't saying, “And the boys have made themselves unpleasant companions.  I see.  Well, if you care to take that other much cleaner apron over there and adorn yourself with it, I can set you to work undressing these potatoes.”


I sat down to my task beside the Jinn, the dry rough potato in my hand felt familiar and the act of peeling it was almost comforting.  “Not that I'm complaining about work I volunteered for but, wouldn't it be easier to just snap your fingers and have the food ready?  I'd heard stories that Jinn could do such things, anyway.”


Chang expertly dumped his perfectly chopped carrots into the soup on the stove, “I could do that yes, but I like cooking.  If I were to create the meal from magic it would be perfect every time.”


I blanked out on why that would be bad and said as much.  Chang gave me a look of speculation, “Ah, but it would be perfectly the same every time too.  I enjoy the randomness that happens when a person uses their own physical ability to create.  For instance, sometimes the meat turns out sweet and sometimes it's more tangy.  And if I create things from magic I have to base it on something I know.  So I'd never be able to make anything new if I didn't actually cook and experiment a little.”


I shrugged, “And even if you always made it from magic then decided to make something from scratch to have something new you wouldn't be up to practice and you'd probably ruin it.”


“Exactly.  Of course if for some reason we were to host a large party people I'd definitely use my powers instead!  I feel genuinely sorry for all the human housekeepers and cooks who have to make dinner for people from scratch!”  Chang tossed his black mane of hair off his shoulders and took one of my newly peeled potatoes chopping it into smaller pieces for mashed potatoes.  


Freed from the potatoes I started washing up the dishes in the sink, “Chang, what is the limit of your powers?” 


“Well for starters don't worry about the dishes.  I always do that with magic.  I don't need to keep in practice for doing that manually!” He handed me a spoon to stir the pots with instead.  “As for my actual limits... that's not something I would care to answer.  You don't very well go up to a family member and ask that.  'Oh, by the by grandma, what are your limits?'” He replied to his own question in a sing song voice, “'Oh deary, I can't hold my liquor and broccoli gives me the wind something awful.”


I laughed, “Point taken.”


Chang dropped the potatoes into the boiling water. “All I can say is I am more limited by the proticalls of my people than of my own abilities.”


“That sounds reasonable to me.  Are they quite confining?”


“Not really,” he sounded a bit irritated and I wondered if he wasn't really happy with these rules.  His bubbly demeanor sobered for a moment, “If it came to the life of a friend and the rules I would break any rule I had to.  On the other hand it's more likely that Jack would marry your darling Grandmother before a situation like that arose, wouldn't you agree?  Now, why don't you be extremely helpful and set the table for dinner?”


For at least two weeks I ate, slept, and breathed magic.  I mastered the levitation spell, we skipped over time, and went onto truth instead.  Time spells, even basic ones were extremely hard even if they were considered fundamental.  To pass on to the next level of my education I'd need to master that one spell, but truth was considered marginally easier.    


Mina sat down a deck of cards and a coin in front of me and set them on the table.  “Okay, here's the basics, Maggie, please pay close attention.”


I squirmed in my seat until I was comfortable and watched my teacher intently.  She flipped over the first card on the deck, it was the three of hearts.  The coin turned green.  She flipped over the next card, it was the four of clubs, the coin turned back to copper colored.  “Alright Maggie, tell me what happened.


“Depending on the color the card is the coin turns a different color?”

Mina smiled, “Correct!  Truth spell is not exactly the concept of truth, but more getting a yes or no answer.  It is used more in writing complex spells than anything else.   The basic idea of the Truth spell is not to tell you the truth, but to lead the spell to respond.”  She flipped over the next card, it was the king of diamonds.  The coin turned blue and flipped over backwards, “With the spell of Truth you can start creating more complex reactions.  For instance in this case if the card is higher than ten the coin turns blue, and if it's a male face card it flips backwards, if it's female it spins.”


She smiled at her little cards.  “Mina... I'm not sure how to ask you this but how could you tell which face was which?”


Mina laughed.  “I forget what a short time you've been with us.  This is a deck that Jack made for me since I do love a good game of cards.  See here?” she pointed down to the right hand corner of the cards and I could see little drops of glue raised on the surface.  There were two rows on the king, the top had four dots and the lower had eleven. “The top row is the suit, one for hearts, two for spades, three for clubs, and four for diamonds.  The other is the card value.”


I smiled and took the next card in the deck.  The coin turned green again.  I started to begin laying out the spell to try it myself when I could heard the distant roll of thunder.  Mina's expression went blank.  She got up shakily from the table and stood there.  “Mina, are you alright?”


She didn't respond to me, but I could see from the way her long red hair was moving that she was shaking.  The dog suddenly came from out of nowhere and sat at its mistress's feet.  Slowly he walked over towards where the end of the bookcase was and sat staring at the blank wall.  Mina followed him slowly and held out her hand, “Reveal.”


The walls peeled back like old paint and beneath it was an old window and gray unpainted wood.  I was looking at the actual attic walls and window.  The pane was dusty in spots and I went to stand beside her as she motioned to me.  “It's important that you tell me what you see.  Are there clouds?”


I nodded, “Yes, they're very dark and coming in from the west.”


She snapped at me, “There's a weather vane out there, be specific as to the direction of the clouds and how dark they are?”


The weather vane had once been someone, probably Apollo, shooting his arrow with his back to the wind.  However at some point his head had come off, so now he was just a body with an arrow, I felt oddly sorry for him. Why this storm was frightening Mina I wasn't sure, but it didn't seem too far fetched that she had a phobia of storms.  I was deathly afraid of falling, Mrs. Dough was terrified of spiders, and Molly hated heights, so I thought it safe to assume that Mina was afraid of storms.  I relayed to her what I saw as best to my ability, “Well, the storm clouds are about three shades darker than the big vase inside the front door.  And according to the weather vane the storm is coming slightly from the north east.”


Mina unclenched her fists and sighed.  “That's good to know.  We're done for the day Maggie.  In fact we'll be done for the next few days.  I must study the storm to see how long it will last.  You may go.”


I picked up my things from the table, glancing back at her every now and again.  Even as I left she was still facing the storm.  She had her hand to her lips and was murmuring what may have been a spell but I wasn't sure.  


As soon as I left, the door to the attic latched and I was locked out. The storm was wild into the night and howled hoarsely against my shutters.  I took my dinner alone, Jack and Thomas were no where to be found.  The sound of the wind whistling against the shutters frightened me terribly but the crashes of thunder made me jump out of my chair every few moments.  I sat in the dining room staring at my cooling roast beef, unable to enjoy it.


The door suddenly flew open and I expected Jack to come in, but it was Chang.  He was soaked to the skin and looked like he was in a foul mood.  Lurching soddenly in squelching shoes he angrily flung his hand at the empty fireplace. The marble expunged three large logs, a fire screen, and a roaring fire.  Chang gestured again and a bucket appeared at his feet that he stepped into.  He stood there for a soggy moment as I watched and abruptly all the water in his suit came cascading into the bucket.  He stepped out carefully, forcing the water out of his wet shoes and the ankles of his pants as he did so.  He smiled up at me for the first time as he wrung out his hair, “Even though my clothes are made purely of magic, they still soak up water.  Or mud, or whatever else you want to fling at a Jinn.  Thankfully they do dry very easily, unfortunately until I can get them dry they're still as soggy and cold as real clothes would be.”


His suit was now dry and his hair damp.  He slicked it back and tied it into his customary tail at the nape of his neck.  The fire roared a little higher as he got near it, warming his hands.  I picked up a blanket that Jack had left on a chair beside the fire and wrapped it around my friend.  He pulled it over his head like a little grandmother as the wind threw the rain at the windows.  “Whatever were you doing out on a night like this anyway?”


He leapt to his feet and went over to where I had been sitting at the table.  He tsked over the cold meat, “This is never going to do, you need to eat more to replenish what energy you used in spell casting today.”


“I didn't do much casting, about the time this storm started to grumble Mina kicked me out of the room and locked the door behind me.”  Chang prodded my plate and suddenly the roast began to give off steam again.  The now mouth watering aroma did not distract me, “You didn't answer my question.  What were you doing out tonight?”


Chang looked at me, his vibrant blue eyes shining in the fire light.  He looked completely inhuman for a moment, his face devoid of any emotion at all.  Then turned to stare at the fire, his face hidden by the blanket.  “Jack was out on the town and forgot his pocket money.  I ran out to give it to him.”


I didn't know how to answer and changed the subject myself, “Well, perhaps you'd like something to eat too?  I'm still not very hungry, would you like to split this with me?”


Chang turned back again, his face all smiles, “Why Miss Maggie, I never thought you'd ask.”

The storm lasted through the night and by the next day it was simply cloudy and cool out.  Still Mina's door was locked and my lessons couldn't continue.  I spent my morning practicing but by early afternoon I was restless.  Jack was holed up in his room and forbade anyone from playing billiards because of his splitting head ache that went along with the fresh set of bruises on his face.  Thomas was no where to be found and when he didn't want to be found there was little chance you were going to be able to shoo him out of where ever he was hiding.  I sought out the last of our household and found her dusting the front parlor.


“Well, if you're feeling restless why don't you explore the city?” asked Chang as the ladder she'd conjured sunk back into the floor.  “There's a nice book store I know of-”


“That sounds wonderful, I can be ready to as soon as you are.”  I was already in my nicest day dress, most of my other dresses were waiting for a nice day to be washed and dried.  


Chang gave me a smirk, “I'm sorry, Miss Maggie, I can't go with you.  There's a lot of work to be done here and I can't just up and leave it.”


“B-but I can't go alone!  I've never been in the city at all except for that night at the opera. “ I followed the Jinn as she left the parlor and started dusting the vase in the hallway. “I didn't even go out into the little town I lived in alone, there was always someone with me!”


Chang stuck the duster in the band of her apron like a pistol.  She flung open the hallway closet and stepped inside to rummage for a moment.  Upon emerging she was armed with a pretty but serviceable umbrella, a nice hat, and a pocket book filled with money.  She handed them to me ceremoniously, “You can take the lampposts, just give it an address and it'll take you as close as it can to where you want to go.  The book seller is “Peel's Bookshop,” 323 West Haven Street.  When you want to come home, just go back to the lamppost and say 'Return'. Simple as that.  You have a good time and I'll try to get your room in good shape while you're gone, tata!”


With those last words Chang had managed to chase me all the way to the front door and out of it.  With no options left to me I donned the hat and gloves, put the pocket book around my wrist, opened the umbrella and set off for the city.


The lamppost for our use was conveniently at the end of our drive.  I watched a carriage go past the drive slowly and waited till it was out of sight before I touched the lamppost and invoked the charm by knocking on it, “323 West Haven Street, Peel's Bookshop.”


“One moment please.” said the lamppost.  I didn't have time to question the voice coming from it when the world spun around with the lamppost and I as it's axis.  When it stopped spinning I didn't recognize the street around me.  I was in a slight alcove out of sight of most passersby.  Thankfully everyone seemed to be more intent on their companions and destinations to notice that a girl had just popped out of a lamppost.  As I released the post and wobbly started to walk away I heard it reply one last time, “Thank you.”


I shuffled out into the street and got in the swing of the traffic on the side walk.  There wasn't a crush of people, much to my relief.  It was just busy enough to be pleasant.  There were mostly bars and restaurants on the street but there were some shops also.  I passed a bar called the “Gin Mill” and hurried on as one of it's inhabitants stumbled out the door.  He didn't seem terribly drunk, but I could tell by his pink cheeks that he'd had at least several.  The man was older, perhaps ten years younger than my parents, with what had probably once been a very nice suit  but was now showing distinct signs of wear.  The brim of his hat was scuffed and his side burns stuck out almost straight from his head.  He tipped his hat at me, bending a bit at the waist like a round little bell ringer on a coo coo clock.  


I nodded back in what I hoped was a gracious and not startled manner and waited for him to pass me by.  As he passed me I happened to look down and realized that he had dropped his pocket book on the ground when he'd bowed to me.  I picked it up and looked around for the man but he was no where to be seen.  There were no doors close enough for him to have gone into in the short breadth of time that I had lost sight of him,so I assumed he had gone down the little alley way beside the bar.  I followed down, calling out to him, “Sir? Sir?  I think you dropped something?”


I rounded a pile of rubbish and boxes to find the man had been cornered by a group of rough looking young men.  The man's face was red and he was sweating as one rough pinned him to the wall.  The oldest boy blew cigarette smoke into the man's face as he and his fellows stared up in my direction.  “What a delightful little predicament.  Your little fairytale that you haven't got any money because you've just now lost it happens to come true and in a convenient little package too.”


He stood up and sauntered over to me, holding out his hand, “Now miss, I don't want to cause any more inconvenience to your or your father-”


“He's not my father!” I blurted out indignantly.


The gang all laughed, making me feel even more uncomfortable and sending me stumbling a few more paces back.  I tried to think of any spells that I knew that would help me get out of this situation without tipping my hand- but all that i knew dealt with a single subject, not multiple targets, and none of them would do any good to help me get out of this.


I felt a hand around my waist and heard a soft voice to my right, “I'm sorry, but there seems to be a misunderstanding.  The lady here just wants to return the pocket book to it's rightful owner, which under the present circumstances seems to be you.”


I turned slightly and was surprised to see Riah Boltz at my side.  He wore no hat, but had on a long over coat, a suit and black leather gloves in spite of the fine weather.  He handed the bully boy the disputed pocket book and when I started to protest his arm around me tightened.  Neither him nor the bully boy took their eyes off each other.  Instead the other young man smiled and accepted the pocket book, “And here I thought that good samaritans were just a myth.  My thanks to you sir.”


Riah whispered softly in my ear, “Just turn around slowly and walk out.  Don't let go of my arm or look back around you.”


There was a disturbing silence behind me as we walked away and it was a pleasant relief to get back to the buzz of the street.  Riah brushed his hair out of his eyes and stared down the street for a moment before addressing me pleasantly, “Well Miss Brookes we meet again and again you are in trouble.”


“Well, neither position was one that i meant to find myself in.  Both seemed to seek me out.  But tell me, why did you give that poor man's pocket book to those bullies?  Shouldn't we have taken it with us and given it to the police?” 


“If we had we'd probably be dead or at least roughed up by now.  There were more of them than I could defend you against and I didn't expect that old man to help at all with the state of inebriation he was under.  If he had any courage at all he'd have called those boys off you straight away,” Riah crossed his arms and frowned.


“I should like to think that I'd be a little more helpful to you than that if they'd decided to attack us, “ I replied crossly.  I wasn't some fainting beauty like my cousin, I'd gotten into my share of scrapes back on the farm.  While I wasn't always the winner i wasn't always the looser either.


Riah smiled, “My you are a vivacious girl... and idealistic.  Those hooligans probably had knifes and blackjacks under those shabby coats.  If they don't get that purse they won't eat tonight.  Be thankful that they were courteous enough to not demand you or I's pocket book as well.  I suppose that's enough talk of such unpleasantness, what brings you out to this part of town without a chaperoned, Miss Brookes?”


“I was hoping to go to a bookstore near here, my cousin's valet recommended it to me.  He couldn't come with me and Thomas is still out of... town.” I ended awkwardly.


“I thought that there was also a brother to Thomas living with you?” 


I blurted out the truth without thinking about it, “He's sleeping off a hangover.”


Riah shook his head, “Only a fool imbibes so much as to loose himself in the drink.  Well, since your cousin has failed you I shall be happy to escort you in his stead if you will permit me.”


He offered me his arm and I took it self consciously, “That is most kind of you Mr. Boltz, I don't suppose there's something I could do for you in return?”


Riah blushed and looked at his feet, “You could allow me the pleasure of lunch with you.”


I felt myself flush as well, here I was out in a strange city and rescued from peril by a handsome almost-stranger.  Charity would have given her right arm to have such a romantic afternoon no matter how dangerous it could have been.  “I would love to, but why do you want to have lunch with me?  Surely there's someone you're out to meet?”


He shook his head as we walked along, “There's no one who's caught my attention quite like you have.  You're much more even tempered and honest than most of the girls I meet.”


“I hope I live up to your expectations,” My face still felt hot.


Riah smiled, “You're already doing better than any of them.  You haven't giggled for no apparent reason, you haven't tried to be overly clever at all, and you kept your head when we were cornered, “ he stopped a moment and met my eyes, “I admire that.”


I fidgeted a little caught under the scrutiny of those pale green eyes.  As I glanced away he propelled me into the door of a little cafe.


We sat out on the veranda of the Cafe drinking hot tea.   I was pleasantly cool in my long sleeved dress and hat, but I couldn’t imagine how hot I’d become in all the clothes that Riah was wearing.  He hadn't even taken off the overcoat when we had sat down, “Aren’t you getting overheated in all that, Riah?”  


Riah smiled and looked down at the gloves, “No, actually, I’ve been sick recently and I’ve become quite susceptible to chills.”


“So why go out at all?”


He looked at me closely, as if hearing me for the first time.  His eyes were very green today and I noticed his lashes were extremely thick, probably thicker than mine. “Don’t you get along with your parents and siblings?”


He snapped out of his stare, “I don’t have any.  Or rather I don’t anymore.  My father abandoned my mother, and then she died.  Uncle Cephus took me in when I was young, after he got married, and I’ve lived with them ever since.  Uncle Cephus has been very kind to me and was always a sort of father to me. No, I didn’t need to get out because of him…  I suppose it was boredom or perhaps the need to feel like I can stand on my own.  What about you Miss Brookes?”


I returned the smile nervously, “It’s just Maggie, please.”


“I’m afraid I can’t call you that, it would be improper, but you may call me Riah if you like,” he sounded so earnest and hopeful about that.  He carefully studied the buttons on his coat for a while, suddenly shy.  The suit he wore was a dove grey with a brown vest but he was hatless.  The overcoat he wore was a leather one like ones I heard the cowboys wore out west.  He still seemed shy but much more confident than he had been the last time I saw him.  


“What about your family?”


“My sister was called away to Europe so I'm staying with the Wolfe's.  I'm an orphan too, my parents died when I was ten...    “ I trailed off my heart aching again to think of my sister so far away.


I felt warm leather over my hand as Riah took it.  “I am truly sorry to hear that, Miss Brookes.”


“I've heard that many times, but it means so much more coming from someone who knows what it's like.”  Every time he touched me my heart pounded, but the waiter came with our lunch and broke the spell.  I said a short grace and we started to dig in.


Riah smiled, “So I hope to find that we have happy things in common as well.”


And we did.  We both liked to read, walking on grey days, and art history.  My time spent with Riah was wonderful.  Talking to him was more enjoytable than talking with the Wolfe's.  Jack was unpredictable in his behavior, if I struck up a conversation with him I might get a fight I wasn't expecting.  Thomas was always open to a question but it was hard to find if he didn't want to be found.  Chang was always there when I needed someone, but for all his playfulness his first priority was taking care of the house.  It's hard to keep talking to someone when you're not sure they're listening to you because their head is half way up a fireplace while they clean it.  Riah was just a normal, shy boy my own age.  If sometimes he was painfully polite then at least he wasn't rude or ignoring me.  


After lunch we walked to the bookstore finally.  Riah helped me pick out a book on archeology, a budding new science centered around studying ancient cultures and I also picked up some new mysteries I hadn't read yet.


  As we exited the bookstore, a boy selling newspapers bawled down the street past us.  Riah handed the newsie a penny and shook out the wrinkled paper.  I caught sight of something on the back page and took hold of the paper to read it. “Mysterious beast seen in gardens.”


Riah rolled his eyes but relinquished the paper, “It's amazing what they'll print these days.”



I stared at the article, soaking it in, “But Riah, the creature is the same one I saw at the Opera the other night.”


He looked at me patronizingly, “I'm sure it was probably just a racoon or something seen through the eyes of a drunkard, Miss Brookes.”


“'Witnesses say the beast had long sharp claws, fangs, wicked horns and a tiger-like face.  He appeared to walk on his back legs, but ran on all fours.  When approached it scaled a near by church and was gone before pursuers could mobilize.'  Do you really think there are multiple nasty beasties running around?  Or do you just think I was drunk?” I snapped at him.


“I'm sorry, Miss Brookes, I didn't mean to offend, “ He looked so sorry that the irritation died away in an instant.  “I can't imagine what this all means.”


I went to put my hand to my face and try and strike a thoughtful detective-like pose and saw the state of my gloves, “Oh no! I've got news paper ink all over me.” a part of me felt sore at the sight of the gloves.  These were a pair of my mother's with crocheted trim around the edges and little pearl buttons on the side.  I thought they made my hands look delicate instead of manly.  They were supposed to be just for church but in my vanity I'd worn them today and ruined them.


I took off the gloves and stuffed them into the band of my dress.  I got a few odd looks from people around us but less than I thought.  I had grown up feeling the loam in my hands as I planted, running my fingertips down old hand hewn raw wood, and washing off in the creek.  I could get used to the corsets and the hats, but the gloves made me feel like i was just watching the world and not a part of it.  Still the fact that I had messed them and not one of the too-small pairs that Charity had gotten made for me made me feel like a heel.


Riah stopped by a cart where a man was selling beautiful roses.   The flowers were sitting in lovely glasses on a cart.  The blooms were all different shades of white, red, yellow and peach.  Riah chose a bright yellow one and handed it to me as a peace offering for hurting my feelings.  He also bought a bright red one that would become a full bloom within a few days.  “For my Aunt Tandy.  You were right in saying that I was meeting someone here, or rather I do usually meet Aunt Tandy here.  But the past few times she hasn't felt well enough so I go by myself just to get a bit of exercise.”


I noticed as we walked away that there was a woman in a worn looking dress trying to sell roses also.  Her roses weren't big perfect blooms like the man that Riah had bought from, but they were pretty too.   Her dress was tattered and faded, dry blond curls stuck out from under her hat which was patched in a few places, but she was clean the flowers were lovely.  No one was buying her roses.  The pristine cart with it's nice bright green sunshade was so much more eye catching that no one paid her any attention.  I felt sorry for her but I was out of pocket money for any flowers.  


After we passed her, I heard her voice behind us, “Excuse me miss? Sir?”


She smiled at me and handed me my gloves which had slipped from the band of my dress.  I thanked her profusely, “These are my late mother's, they mean a lot to me.”


“If you wash them well with a little bit of saddle soap they'll be right as rain again, I'm sure,” She said referring to the ink stains.


“For your trouble and our thanks,” Riah gave the woman a few coins, more than she would make selling several flowers.


“It seems to be a day for dropping things.” I remarked as the flower lady hurried off to market her wares.


“Perhaps our day has just come full circle.  May I see you home?”


I glanced over to where the lamppost was.  There were now a couple of men talking up a storm there, if I didn't go with Riah I wasn't going to be able to get home until those men left.  I accepted his offer and waited with him till a cab tussled up.  


For once I didn't watch the scenery too closely as the cab trundled through the streets.  I held Riah's arm in mine, resulting butterflies in my stomach were enough to entertain me all the way home.


I bid him farewell just as the sun was starting to dip and the bright oranges of sunset were leaking through the trees of Grey House.  I should have been exhausted after such a full afternoon but I was overly energized from having such a splendid afternoon.  I swapped my dress out of a tea gown, gathered my lesson books and deposited myself in the library to start tackling the problem of Truth spells.  Thomas happened to be in his favorite leather chair leaning over a podium on which rested a large tome he was reading.  “The intrepid explorer returns from her mission!  How was your afternoon, what did you bring me?”


I grinned, “I only bought a few books, but I had a wonderful afternoon, thank you.”


Thomas raised an eyebrow and came to sit across the table from me as I laid out my spell materials. “You look like a cat with cream, Maggie, either those are some extraordinary books or you're not telling me the whole story.”


“Well, first I ran into Riah Boltz,” I found myself happily relating the tale of the afternoon's adventures starting with the unfortunate pocket-book man and ending with the roses.  There was no need to tell Thomas about the ride home and especially not how much I relished the warm tracing where Riah's arm had been once I'd left the cab.


Thomas struggled with the need to be a protective brother figure and at the same time not be too nosy in my personal affairs, “Riah Boltz, how do you know this boy?”  


“He's the nephew of a friend of yours, Josephus Green?”


“Ah! Cephus!  My God he was a wild child.  How is he?”


I shrugged as I started writing down the spell work for my experiment, “I assume he's well, he was when we met him at the Opera.  His wife has taken ill though.”


“His wife is ill?” Thomas looked at me incredulously, “Maggie, his wife is dead.”


“Dead?” I blanked out for a moment then shook my head, “He must have remarried then.”


Thomas shrugged, “I suppose that makes sense.” he watched my work and corrected me on a few points before leaving me to my business.  “Well, I assume you'll be a good girl and get to bed at a decent time.  Granted if you don't I'm not the one who's wrath you need worry about.  The storm is well passed and Mina will want you back up to work tomorrow.”


I groaned, “Well at least I won't be behind.”


Thomas's bright blue eyes crinkled as he smiled at me, “I can't see you ever getting behind, Maggie, you're far to clever for that.”


I tried to work on my lesson, but in the meantime the puzzlement of the beast still nagged at me.  Poor poor Miss Waverly.  Even if she was as awful as Charity, she didn't deserve possible death for it.  What an awful way to go, to watch her slowly fade away like that.  There was definitely something going on that other people weren't realizing.  


I asked Mina about it, but she ignored my question and told me to concentrate on the lesson instead. "Outside influence," She said, "Is not important.  Besides it's probably just an unfortunate were-something."


I did some research in the library on my own when I was supposed to be puzzling over spells that Mina had arranged. It seemed that were-panthers were very rare in the United States. Lycanthropy was passed from person to person with infected cuts or bites from a known were or passed from parent to child.  Were-panthers or leopards were much more prevalent in South America and India. The same as were-wolves, they were allergic to silver and spent most of their time away from cities and in a partial form. It seemed very unlikely that the beast I had seen had been a were-creature of any kind. I supposed it could have been two crossed together but I found no record in the library's very complete collection of Bestiaries on mixed were-creatures being possible, or an urban loving were-creature, or any were-creature with horns at all. Very strange indeed. 


I found the paper sitting in the billiard room one afternoon, it was just the portion that contained the obituaries.  Miss Waverly's portrait stared out at me from the smeared pages.  She had never regained consciousness after her attack and slowly wasted away until finally, she had died. Two more girls were suffering from the same strange condition following similar attacks. One woman was another society woman and very lovely, a string of suitors were devastated no question. The other, who was actually the second, was a poor woman who had sold flowers in the square.  


A chill ran down my spine.  Somehow  I was sure she was the very same  I had seen by the booksellers the other day.  No beast sightings at either of these attacks, but the flower seller's clothes were shredded.  If she hadn't been attacked near the square and interrupted an outdoor concert with her screams no one would have taken notice of one more of the cities poor taken by violence.  She was being held at a hospital and wasn't expected to live very long. I doubted there was anyone waiting to feed her with some sort of tube and mash like there was for Miss Waverly and her associate. 


“And where are you off to on this fine morning, Miss Maggie?” Asked Chang cheerfully.  She was polishing the doorknobs of each door as I passed.


“I am going to go out to that book store again.  Mina gave me an afternoon off and Thomas resupplied my pocket book so I plan on seeing if I can get a new mystery to read.”  Really I planned on working on the mystery that was plaguing me instead.  I had found out that a church had taken in the unfortunate flower girl and I was going to make a visit.  Partly out of pity and partly out of some sort of macabre curiosity.  Some strange part of me wanted to know if she was empty inside, a husk, like Miss Waverly had been.  I didn't want to let the others know what I was doing for fear that they would disapprove and stop me.  


There was the matter of knowing which hospital she was in.  The night before I had rigged a small charm to my ring and hung it by a string, enchanting it with a simple yes or no spell.  Unfurling a giant map of the city, I concentrated on the woman's face as I could remember it and hung the ring above each place designated a hospital.  Finally, when my eyes were growing weary in their need for sleep, the ring began to twitch over a little church called “Briar Rose.”


Briar Rose was in a part of the city called “Low Town”, it was not a nice place to visit.  The buildings were close together and in poor repair.  Trash littered the streets along with sad bundles of cloth that I was unsure was refuse or people.  The lamppost for the area was right outside the open front gates of Briar Rose.  Tall iron fences surrounded the property and wild hedges of thorns reached out of their cage to grab at the clothes of passersby.  There was no one awake in Low Town at this early hour of the day to see me materialize from the lamppost.  I entered the huge curled iron gates into Briar Rose's courtyard.


The lane to the church was heavily shaded by the rose bushes that rose up higher than my head.  They were dense but every now and again I could see a path on the other side.  Finally the cavern of foliage opened up to the church itself's front door.  It wasn't a large church compared to the great cathedral I had seen on my way to the opera, but it wasn't a one room affair like the country churches I had grown up with.  There was no stained glass, no statues in front, not even a cross on the top of the blunt tower in front.  Scattered around the small yard were benches with poor people from Low Town sleeping on them.  Most of them were bandaged in some fashion or another and wrapped in blankets.  A little girl was sitting at one, the right sleeve of her dress conspicuously empty.


Inside the church there was no more adornment than there had been outside.  There was a small alter to my left in the vestibule with candles lit, but that was all.  The rest of the sanctuary was converted to a maze of white sheets to make a hospital for the poor.  Nuns in black wimples and white dresses ran in and out of the sheets carrying bandages, clean clothing and medicines.  One of them came up to me, “Can I help you dear?”


“Uh, yes, I was looking for a flower seller who was brought here?” I fingered the front of my dress nervously, consciously trying not to grip and twist at it.


“You aren't another reporter, are you?” she looked at me suspiciously.


“No, I came to see if there was anything I could do for her.  I dropped a pair of gloves the other day and she gave them back to me,” The nun stared at me as if I'd gone funny in the head, “The gloves were my mothers, they have a lot of sentimental value to me.”


The nun smiled and nodded, beckoning me into the jungle of white.  Inside the sheet walls it was surprisingly organized.  There was one main corridor and several “hallways” leading down.  We took one about halfway through the sanctuary and then took another turn into a tiny “room” made of four sheets.  There was a small makeshift table of an old wooden box next to the cot where the woman's still form lay.  I approached her with dread, now that I was here and seeing her I was afraid to touch her.  


“What's wrong with her?” I asked the nun.


“She's in a deep sleep,” replied a new voice.  Another nun entered behind me.  She was taller than I was with sad expressive light brown eyes.  You could tell by her countenance that she was in charge without question.  She brushed past me to kneel at the flower lady's side.  Gently she raised the woman's head and slowly poured sips of water into her mouth.  I stood awkwardly in a corner waiting for her to finish, intimidated by this no nonsense woman. 


“She came into our care like this, we don't think she'll ever wake.  We don't even know her name, no one came forward to claim her, probably trying to avoid any fee for us caring for her,” She stroked the girls face, brushing back the frail strands of blondish hair, “I just call her Violoet.”


Finally she and the other nun excused themselves, leaving me with the flower seller's prone form.
She looked like she was already dead.  Her body was slowly dying from lack of food against all efforts by her caretakers to force mash into her every day.  There was no trace of the smiling woman with the flowers that I had seen on the street not long ago.  As I leaned over, I noticed something on her skinny right forearm.  Carefully, I turned her arm and saw that it was a long oblong bruise.  It was that awful greenish color of healing bruises, but the shape of whatever caused it was there.  The first woman, Miss Waverly, had a similar mark on her right arm when I helped with her body.  Now there were at least two similarities, a woman attacked and in a deep slumber and with a strange bruising on her arm.  I was almost for certain of the third similarity.  With an unsteady hand I reached out to touch her forehead.


When my fingers connected with the cool papery flesh that horrible emptiness engulfed me.  I gasped and stumbled backwards, knocking the glass of water on the boxes to the floor with a loud clattering.


The two nuns came rushing back in to see what the commotion was about.  I stammered an apology, “I'm so sorry, I lost my balance.”


The dominant nun peered at me with narrowed eyes, I could tell she suspected something.  I hoped that she didn't think that I was trying to hurt her patient and I prayed that she didn't have even an inkling that I was a magician.  She opened her mouth to ask me a question or perhaps accuse me when fate intervened.


A third nun, this one young and frightened looking popped her head into the room, “Abbess, they're calling for you up front!  There's an emergency!”


“Thank you Lily,” The Abbess hurried out of the room along with the other nun.  I followed the others to the front of the church at a sprint.  There at the entrance stood a great behemoth of a man cradling a sad little bundle of burlap, he was crying.


“Oh Abbess, the police said to bring this poor creature here, their morgue is full.” At first I thought it was perhaps someone who'd succumbed to the wasting sickness and had been picked up on the street, then I noticed the blood dripping from the burlap sluggishly.


The Abbess peered back the cloth but I couldn't see past her.  The other nun gasped and backed away.  “It's the beast!  I know it is!”


“Don't be an alarmist, Katarina, no beast did this.  See how clean this cut is? Clearly a knife wound.  Of course the police don't care to do much work if the woman is just a common whore, eh?” The big man stumbled a little at the nun's words and the cloth opened to reveal the victim.  Her throat was cut from ear to ear and her head lolled about on her neck in the most unnatural manner.  The dead grey eyes locked on mine in an unseeing stare.


I remember screaming my head off and running out the door.  I think I vomited into the bushes midway down the path as I made for the gates, the lamppost and home.  I don't even remember using the lamppost, but the next clear thought was the welcoming sight of the lane to Grey House.  By this point I was taking huge gasping breaths and pelting down towards the house as fast as I could go.  My foot got tangled in my hem and I fell hard on the road, wrenching my wrist.  I knelt there, my eyes still gushing tears, no longer knowingly crying but leaking out of obligation.


I distantly heard foot falls and someone knelt in front of me, “Maggie!  What's going on? Are you alright?”


I shook my head so hard that my glasses slid down my nose and my hair popped free of the clip it was in.  A curtain of darkness covered my face and I didn't see anything as I was wrapped up in someone's arms.  I clung to him, more desperate for a comforting presence than I had been the night I saw the beast.   He rocked me back and forth, smoothing my hair and letting me cry myself out until I was calm.


After a while he handed me a surprisingly clean handkerchief from so wrinkled a sleeve.  I blew my nose resoundingly and looked up into Jack's concerned yellow eyes.  “Maggie, what's wrong?  Won't you tell me?”


I hid my face in his neck and spoke with a creaking voice, “Oh Jack, it was awful.  She was dead and there was blood.  It was like meat.  God I don't think I can ever eat meat again.”


He hugged me tighter, “Whoa, start at the beginning, tell me what happened?  Who's dead?”


I slowly told him about the church and my curiosity over what happened to Miss Waverly.  Mid-way through my explanation Jack hauled me up in his arms and carried me into the house.  Thomas was waiting at the door, his expression haunted with worry.  “Maggie!  Where the hell have you been?  What the hell is going on?”


Jack gave his brother a dirty look, “She's been through enough Thomas.  She saw some poor girl who'd been murdered down at Briar Rose.”


“Briar Rose!?  What the hell was she doing there?  Jack!  Jack get back here!”  Jack ignored him and continued up the stairs and started to turn towards my room but Thomas stood in his way, “I demand to know what's going on.”


Jack bared his teeth at Thomas, “I will explain it to you later, the first thing I need to do is put Maggie down somewhere.  She's not heavy but she isn't exactly light either.  Now stand aside or I swear to God I will walk right through you.”


Thomas made a sour face and got out of the way.  Jack took me instead of my room to the library.  There was a leather sort of couch there, more of a fainting couch than a real seat, and there he deposited me.  Chang appeared from out of no where and put a blanket around me and warm tea to hold with my hands.  I sat in silence, wondering how in the world I'd been caught up in so much turmoil in the past few months.  I could hear Jack and Thomas's muffled voices in the little work room off the library.  


After a while I dozed off and opened my eyes to see Jack sitting in the chair, reading.  He came over when he saw I was awake, pouring me more tea in the empty cup beside me.  “Maggie, why didn't you tell us where you were going?”


“I was afraid that I'd get in trouble or that Thomas would say I couldn't.” I responded quietly, stirring honey into the liquid.


Jack made a face, “Thomas isn't in charge of this house, you could have told me.”


“I thought of that but I was afraid you'd yell at me, “I said sheepishly.


Jack was indignant, “What? I wouldn't have yelled at you.” 


I looked at him in disbelief, “Jack you yell all the time.”


He glared at the wall broodingly.  When he spoke he sounded hurt, “I wouldn't have yelled at you if you told me why you were going.”


I had no answer to that and stared into my tea cup.  Jack got up and stretched, “I need to get going, Maggie, I've been sitting with you all afternoon.”


I heard him pass behind me and out the door, then pause, “Maggie...?”


“Yes?”


“Nevermind.”


My foray out into the wilderness of the city left me with nightmares for a few days.  Eventually I was able to distract myself from the image of that poor girl's neck by working diligently at my studies.  Mina pronounced my divining ring to be good enough to pass the truth spell and we went on to study Time.  Time, as I said before, was one of the most difficult areas of studies to master.  The basics were just getting your spells to recognize that time had passed, but it could progress at it's most complex to the point of telling the future or seeing the past.  I worked harder than ever at the spell.  Part of me wanted to just pass on to the next level of spell casting and part of me was thinking of how i wanted to get to the level where i could look into the past and find out what happened to my parents or my grandmother for that matter.  It would be many years before I got to that point, but the sooner I started the sooner I'd reach my goal.


I didn't hear anymore from anyone about the beast itself until the fourth woman was attacked and rendered immobile at the end of three weeks. I found out through confusing sources. Jack had a habit of reading the paper and leaving parts of it all over the house as he finished. Usually I could find his trail and collect all the parts to eventually be able to read the whole darn thing. Not that most of it held my attention, but I did want to know what was going on in the world. A part of me was afraid that I would hear of some strange event in a far off country and know that something had happened to my sister from whom I'd had no word. That Thursday afternoon, however, I could not find the main page of the paper. I searched and searched, but it was no where. I thought about asking Jack for it, but he had gone off already to where ever he spent most of his evenings, coming back in the early morning smelling faintly of smoke or alcohol and sometimes blood. 

Of all the duties of the house, Chang hated burning the trash the most.  The smell of the smoke irritated him.  It was something I had done at home for my sister, so I wasn't too bothered by it and volunteered to start doing it for him. That day I was slowly, and I admit with some sense of bizarre satisfaction, dumping crumpled papers into the trash when I found an exceptionally tightly compacted newspaper and some feeling deep inside goaded me to unfurl it. 


I carefully peeled the sections back from their center, trying not to tear it further than it already was. When I finally had it opened I found myself staring at a bad artist’s representation of the beast. I read through the article which was the headliner titled, "What stalks our streets by night?", as I slowly fed the fire. Other eye witnesses, including Miss Waverly's fiancée, had seen the beast. Most agreed on its features, the long horns, big ears, panther-like nose, fangs and fur, but few could agree on what it was. Many thought it was a werewolf, although coming from a normal human paper that seemed a bit sensationalist, and others thought it was just a mad man in a mask not un-like the Ripper fellow in England not long ago. The beast had been seen on three of the four nights when a young woman had gone into that sleep-like state.  On top of that there were several women, prostitutes, who had been found with their throats slashed, outside of the girl I had seen.  Thinking back about the beast he could have ripped me in half with the great claws on his hands, but he hadn't. He hadn't even scratched me when he shoved past. He had just seemed surprised to see me and  wanted to get away with minimal contact, like a startled cat. 


I finished the trash and threw the paper in as the last thing for the fire. There was little I could do for the girls other than pray for their souls. I couldn't think of any conceivable way that I could help them magically or physically.  It was simply an exciting event in history that I was lucky, or unlucky, enough to witness, I told myself. But if that was true why did I feel like I was giving up?


Things were not going well on the Time spell front so we switched to something that I could complete and would give me more practical experience.  Still, my latest assignment was taking me much longer to figure out than I could have conceived. It was like I'd hit a block in my spell casting.  I was supposed to be learning how to create a charm that could detect when a person was lying. The rub was that it had to be discreet so that the subject being tested was not aware that they were /being/ tested. I had decided to put the charm into my ring, but getting the spell to recognize that it was not the wearer it was supposed to be testing but another person was proving difficult. I was sitting in the library at the big table beside the windows. A sheer cliff face of books surrounded me as I studied. In front of me were several pages of scribbles, diagrams, and my notes. I had a large cup of tea beside me that had long cooled.


I head footsteps behind me and could see Jack leaning over the pile of books on my left, lounging on a copy of something about inflections of voice and magical commands. I could see his face reflected in the window in front of me and recognized the smirk on his face. I ignored him and continued working. He coughed several times. I gave him a look that would have set ships on fire and went back to my work. I was in no mood for interruptions or the opposite sex.  It had been nearly two  week and Riah had made no attempt to call upon me.  So much for being properly courted or having a friend my own age.  Jack sighed and flicked my tea. "Stop it; can't you see I'm in the middle of something?"


"Yes, it looks dry as the Sahara." He leaned over to read my notes, "Doesn't make too much sense."


I slammed my book and stared at him. "What. Do. You. Want?"


He tipped his head and stared over the book, raising an eyebrow. "Come play darts with me, it'll help you unwind and then you can study easier."


I aimed the full wrath of my frustration and fired, "Don't you EVER have anything ELSE to do besides play?! You never study, you don't work, you slink off to GOD knows where at night! I, on the other hand, have things more important to do! I want to actually accomplish something with my life! I know I'm on the verge of figuring this out and I can't waste my time with darts today!"


Jack opened his mouth to retort and slammed his hands down on the table. When he had flicked it before and when I had slammed the book the tea had wobbled to the edge of the fat little tome I had set it on. Jack with his superior strength had been the last straw for the tea. It committed suicide all over my carefully written notes. "Now see what you've done you... you bully!? I spent all afternoon on those and they're all running together now!"


Jack made a face and crossed his arms, "Don't take out your frustrations on me, it was an accident!  You should be more careful about where you put your things."


I flung my pen at him but he batted it away casually. I growled incoherently at him, "If you hadn't been badgering me it wouldn't have happened! It doesn't matter that it was an accident; it doesn't change the fact that all my notes are gone and I'll not get this spell done for yet another day! It's been nearly four days!"


"Spells, magic, power, is that all anyone here cares about?! I swear you people only live and breathe because there's some esoteric knowledge you haven't taken in yet! Each day spent trying to capture the machinations of the world by reading and writing instead of just enjoying life!" He flung all the books off my desk and into a sad mess on the floor. I stood aghast that anyone would treat a book so barbarically. "Maybe the reason I'm so wild and free is to balance out how monotonous the three of you are!"


I calmly picked up the books and put them back on the table. When I turned round he was standing nearly toe to toe with me, glaring down at me. I took a deep breath and placed a hand firmly on his chest, below his neck and knocked him back a step. I trembled a little from the contact; I'd never hit him in anger but I was getting very close to doing so. It was enough to make me lose my step for a moment till I looked up at him. In his clear pale eyes I saw his utter triumph. He thought that he'd intimidated me into winning the argument. I tried to wipe any emotion from my face, the way that Molly did when she was angry at me, "Maybe you're right.  But maybe it's because you're nothing but a selfish child who must beg attention from his sister and brother at every turn and you can't stand the fact that I've taken what you see as your place."


I thought he'd lost his temper before, but apparently not to the degree that he was now losing it. He made a motion like he wanted to hit me and I flinched back. Instead he shoved the whole book case behind him over and went stomping out from the floor. I followed him, arming myself with a largish book ready to lob at him. He turned around at the door and snarled at me, "My sister would never swap me for a sniveling little heathen half-breed like you!"


Jack stalked out the door leaving me feeling cold all over. I slowly eased the book from the lobbing position and heard it fall to the floor. I let myself down to the floor and leaned my forehead against my knees. So there it was. All this time I thought I belonged, but I hadn't. I had just been fooling myself. I didn't know what to do. I could feel hot tears rolling down my cheeks. I stood, and fumbled down the stairs and across the hall and out the front door. Without a word to anyone, without a cloak or a hat or even my pocket book, I began walking. 


I walked along, my mind racing in circles about what the others really thought of me. I doubted that Chang cared, not being human after all, but surely he'd been told not to waste too much time on me. It must have been why Mina could be so cold to me, so distant. She never lost her temper with me, but other than lessons she never associated with me. We never spoke of things that were not strictly magic related or anything personal at all. I only knew the dog's name was Lionel because I had heard her call him that.


But what about Thomas? He'd always been kind to me, and very patient. Surely he wasn't offended by my presence. He'd tried his best to help me with the magic and listen to my woes about it. But the poisoned side of my mind wouldn't let it rest. But where was Thomas most of the time? I didn't even know which room was his.  I couldn't get him to tell me anything about his personal life before the incident that made him ghost-like or even what the incident that had turned him INTO a phantom had been! He was almost never around, I hardly ever saw him. For that matter, I was almost always left alone. I spent most of my time in the library by myself unless, like today, Jack came and hunted me down for a game because he was bored. Because he was bored. When I needed distraction he ignored me and said he wanted to read his paper.


I stopped in the middle of the walk and rubbed my eyes which had begun to tear up again, "Oh Jack." His betrayal hurt the worst because I had come to enjoy his company and trust him. He'd comforted and been there for me when I was scared.  When we did play a good game together or the few times we'd had eaten together he was so much fun. He didn't talk down to me or tell me that I couldn't do something because I was a girl- but now this. I sighed, how could I not have expected this? Realistically why had I thought that the family of a man who had abandoned his child because she was half Indian would accept his granddaughter? I was just a symbol of their grandfather's indiscretion, a bastard child.


I felt the wind ruffle my hair and dry my tears filling me with resolve.  I must go back and deal with it, I decided. This time I would not run from my problems but I would go back and sort them out. I did like Grey House and I wanted to get along with my new friends, my new family.  I was always running or being run of without ever taking a stand. I seemed to fill some sort of niche in their lives; I'd just have to prove that I could do more than that. Was I not vastly improving my ability to spell cast? Could I not now control my magic even better? Obviously the teaching was good and I should at least appreciate that and complete it. Maybe when I was Molly's equal in a few years I could join her. Surely I could deal with their feelings towards me, well maybe I could deal with Thomas and Mina who would surely keep a more civil tongue, I'd just have to avoid Jack with his uncertain temper until I could prove to them of my worth.


I stopped and breathed in the cooling air, looking around me. The sun was now nearly down and I had walked aimlessly for about two hours. The houses here were neat and closely built, with perfect lawns and identical fences. I couldn't remember clearly how many turns I'd made or how many blocks back Grey House's drive was. I was lost. I shrugged and started walking looking at lamp posts. If I could find one with a dragon on it, I could probably get back to Grey House that way. Some of the lights were coming on, one at a time as the twilight grew. It was getting colder by the minute. It was now fall and then snow after that, at least it was still early enough in the season for the night to not drop below freezing.


Finally I found the lamp post I was looking for. I peered up at the dragon and knocked on the lamp post, invoking it. A friendly voice spoke from the dragon, "What destination, please?"


I stood on my tip toes to get closer and said quickly, "Grey House, please."


The dragon’s eyes flashed red, “Unable to comply, try again?”


I was slightly worried for a moment then and pushed more magic into the lamp fearfully, “Grey House please?”


The dragon's eyes flashed green this time, "One moment please."


As I waited the world around me began to blur and spin. I got the odd sensation of falling for a moment before the world began to sharpen again. I could hear the noises of the cable cars and horses on cobblestone; in my nose was the scent of dry, heavy smoke like a factory. I was definitely not where I was supposed to be. I looked around, bewildered and saw that I was on a dim street with several taverns lining it. Brownstone row houses filled in the gaps between the establishments with some gentlemen of dubious sobriety filtering up and down the street. 


This was definitely not where I wanted to be.  I looked around then knocked on the lamppost again, “What destination please?”


“Return!” I hissed desperately.  Again the world spun and I was deposited somewhere that was definitely not Grey House.  This time it looked vaguely familiar and I saw the bright and cheery window of Peel's Bookshop with a “closed” sign over it. I was on the street corner just down from a group of nicely dressed young dandies conferring over something outside of the Gin Mill.  


As discreetly as I could, I knocked on the lamp post again. Nothing happened. I tried to push more power at the post, but the little dragon stayed silent. I pushed as much as I dared to without removing the shields I had in place around me. Still the lamp post stayed dark. I must have overloaded the first one’s parameters and in doing so it fried this one too.  I gulped and drew myself up tall and approached the gentlemen outside the bar. It was cold and I was long past starting to worry.  Surely one of them would be kind enough to tell me where I was and how to get back, or would be willing to help me pay for a cab.


There were four of them standing smoking heavily scented cigars and pipes. Three of them were very dapper and reminded me of the men that Charity always managed to wrap around her finger. The fourth was obviously not of the same ilk. Perhaps they'd met him in the bar, or had engaged him in the conversation on the corner when asking for a light for one of their pipes, but where ever they met him he didn't match. He was of an age with them, but much thinner. His face was long and had a continuously amused look to it. The nose was snub and his grey eyes were big and expressive, floppy light blonde hair was parted to the side and continuously covered one eye. The clothes he wore were very well tailored but out of style. He'd have stood taller than Jack; I only came up to his shoulder. I listened in to the conversation and found that he was English and seemed to some sort of detective, but the others weren't taking him seriously.


"Surely you don't suggest that the beast is a man in a mask, Cornelius?" The man swaggered a little, dusting off his cigar, it was thicker than his mustache and smelled awful. He blew smoke into the first man's face.


"Hack, uff," Cornelius waved the smoke out of his eyes and looked a little green, "That's exactly what I'm saying. Werewolves and monsters, rubbish! He's as material and human as you or I!"


"They say he's eight feet tall, I don't know of any men except Goliath in the Bible that speaks of men so large," said a red haired man with a green coat.


Cornelius spread his hands out in a quick, practiced gesture, "Well Ambrose, I have heard that there are men that large in the native populations of Africa or-"


A heavy set man with the look of a brawler slapped Cornelius on the back heartily, "A foreigner to boot, eh- no offense Cornelius. Wonder if the poor devil would even speak English. Perhaps in his country clubbing women over the head is how you get a wife?"


They all guffawed at that. I had, at first, felt a little sorry for Cornelius. He obviously thought he knew what he was talking about and had some definite ideas about what the Beast was like and the others weren't taking him seriously. I suspected that they were getting entertainment by hearing the "absurd" things that he was saying and he was making a fool of himself by their standards. I wondered if he'd been drinking and that was why he was so free with his thoughts at the moment. He continued, "Well, that may be, but I intend to find out the truth. I've got a map and have written down the time and place of all the attacks and I think there's a pattern to it. I believe there will be one tonight in this very district. See here? The first was at the opera, the second was- I say, young lady, do you mind?"


I was trying to lean around the group and see the map. I started to say I was I did need some help when one of the other men made a shooing gesture at me, "Go away woman, can't you see we're busy?"


Caught without something to say I just stood there in confusion. Cornelius looked down his nose at me, "Yes, we're not interested, thank you."


He said it in a nasty voice and with a particular inflection that I didn't quite grasp. I stood there for a moment before the realization that he thought I was a whore dawned on me. "OH! How dare you!"


I stomped off down the street and could hear smothered laughter behind me. If they couldn't help me find a cab, for there seemed to be none traveling this street, I would just try the street lamp again. I looked over at the group, but they were still embroiled in their beast-hunting discussion. I touched the lamp and invoked it once more, but nothing happened. Disappointed I stared at the dragon imploringly. Surely there was another lamp somewhere near that I could try, they couldn’t all be out. I began walking in the opposite direction of the group. There were men coming in and out of the Taverns and I could feel their eyes on me. I'd never considered myself a particularly pretty girl, with my glasses and all, but apparently I was enough to turn the head of the men who were tipsy with drink. None approached me and I lost my hope that any of these men would be able to or want to call me a cab for home.


I got to the end of the block and found no more lamps. The next block had a different kind of lamp and seemed to have some more popular bars and more boisterous crowds. Rather than get gawked at again, I decided to go up or down a block to try those lamps. I stretched out with the my senses, trying to find the lamp posts and a mote caught my eye on the left. Down a street then, I wasn't sure that was a post but it looked a little like the others I'd seen, which twinkled every now and again.


I walked to the next block and found that the lamp posts here were farther apart and on the opposite side of the street. I peered around again and could see something down a little farther to my right, so I continued on squinting at the dim lights. I was about half way down when I heard a voice from behind me. It was Ambrose, the red haired man from earlier. He was a nice seeming young man with clear blue eyes and a kind smile. "Excuse me miss, but you seem to be lost."


I smiled back, "I suppose I am. I, er, lost my party and I was trying to find my way home or back to a street I knew.  I'm afraid I'm out of pocket money for a cab."


He smiled, "It's awfully dangerous for a young lady to be out on her own with that Beast about."


"I should probably not have wandered so far away if that man hadn't assumed I was a... a..." I searched for a polite word.


"Lady of the night?" chuckled Ambrose. "Don't mind him, miss, Cornelius is just a bit full of himself. He likes it when people think of him as more intelligent than he really is. He's just a tutor but he thinks he’s a detective."


I shook my head, "Well I suppose we all have our unobtainable goals."


That we do," He paused for a moment and took off the fine silk scarf, "You look chilled miss; this should warm you a bit. I'd give you my coat but my mother might smell your sweet scent on it and think I've been up to no good! Come this way, we'll take the short cut to another more inhabited street.  I'll find a cab for you there and send you home."


I smiled at my good fortune and wrapped the silk around my neck as we walked further down the dark block. I felt a bit safer now and felt silly for having been offended instead of just waiting for one of them to help. My manners came back to me and I stopped to introduce myself, "I'm sorry I can't do this properly, but my name is Magdalene Brooks-"


Ambrose's demeanor suddenly changed and he grabbed me and threw me against the wall of the alley we'd come across. My head smacked the brick wall and I saw bright sparks across my eyes. I was too stunned by the blow to even lash out with magic. He pinned me there with a wild look in his eyes. I struggled, trying to move my arms or wriggle free, but he out-weighed me. He wasn't as muscular as Jack but he was still a great deal larger than I. With one hand he back handed me again and while I was senseless for a moment he pulled out a short knife and held it at my throat. "No beasts out tonight but me, darling."


He leaned into me and smiled. My mind raced and went through the repertoire of spells that I knew but nothing useful came to mind. Most of the defensive spells required a much stronger grasp of power than I could wield at the moment and of what I was able to do, well, some how I didn't think healing him would really help anything at the moment. I took short shallow breaths, waiting for him to make a move. "One move and you're not going to get an open casket funeral."


My face was utterly still, but I could feel hot tears coming down my cheeks. He moved one hand down and started hiking up my skirts. I pressed my eyes and my legs closed, but he knew how to deal with that by forcing his knee between my legs. I was shaking all over, sorry that I'd made a mess of things, sorry that I hurt Jack's feelings, sorry I'd ever come, and sorry I'd ever touched that damned lamp post. I could feel Ambrose's hot breath on my face and smelled alcohol on it. He wasn't drunk but he'd imbibed enough to lose any inhibitions he might have once had. His body pressed against mine gave me no illusions of what he planned to do and the knife was proof of what was going to happen to me afterwards. If I lived through this I was going to come out several years older on the other end of the night.


I didn't know how right I was, but then we seldom do in such situations.


Before he was able to clamp his mouth over mine, I heard a deep roar over to my right and suddenly the man was knocked to the ground and something hot and red splattered my face. I reached up and touched the liquid in shock, blood. I didn't realize I screamed until I suddenly needed to suck in more breath. I looked down at the beast, which had knocked Ambrose a good ten feet from me. Ambrose's feet were twitching a little and there was a pool of blood beneath him. I stared at the beast's huge claws, black with blood and darkness. He swung his face around at me and yelled to me in Jack's voice, "Run, Maggie!"


Time sped back up and I turned and ran, the fear in my body causing the reaction more than my conscious logical mind- that part was going to spend the next few hours babbling incoherently at me. As I ran I saw, of all the damn people, Cornelius at the mouth of the alley. I ran towards him trying to get him to run, and instead the fool pulled out a pistol and took a shot down the alley. By that point I was close enough to knock the gun from his hands before he could take another shot, knocking him down in the process. "You're safe now, my dear." He managed over my weight on his thin chest, "I got it."


I hauled off and punched him in his arrogant face, "You damned idiot! He just saved me from that man!"


Scrambling over my blood splattered skirts, I think I kicked Cornelius in the chest, but I didn't stop. My only thought was to get to Jack, who was now lying crumpled beside Ambrose's still body. I threw myself down beside him, soaking my dress in blood and tearing a huge rent in it. "Oh God, oh God~"


Slowly, the beast righted himself, confusion and pain registering across the feline features. "Jack is that really you?"


He nodded and grimaced, "I'm sorry."


The big yellow eyes were unfocused and I couldn't tell what blood was his and how much was the dead man's. I forced myself to not look at Ambrose, but from the glance I thought I could see bone and what I hoped was not organs. I touched Jack's face gingerly, the fur was soft and fine, like a house cat’s. As I touched my friend Jack's beast-body  became a map of blood vessels and nerves, muscles glowed faintly as he breathed. I could See now where the bullet had hit him and where he was injured and work to try and Heal it. On the upside I saw it hadn't hit anything vital, it was lodged in his right shoulder in the meaty part. The part that worried me was he was losing blood and there was no way for me to remove the bullet. The best I could do was Heal the wound and have someone else dig out the bullet later. I didn't know what would happen when Jack became himself again, or if he would become himself again or how. "Hold still, breath deep."


He looked at me strangely for a moment and I could see in the corner of my eye Cornelius approaching. I waved him off furiously, "Go away! I have to stop the bleeding, you've done enough damage." He continued coming forward cautiously but stopped as Jack curled one lip and growled at him.


I plunged into a trance-like state and tried to force the wound closed. It was like trying to watch dust motes fall in a room without ever taking your eyes off them. But for some reason the blood, while slowing greatly was not completely healing. I tried and tried but I couldn't seem to do anything other than slow the bleeding. As I came out of the trance I heard Cornelius retch behind me beside Ambrose’s body. I was glad I hadn't looked. I shuddered realizing I was still wearing the dead man's silk scarf. I used it to bind off Jack's wound. "Jack," I managed through my tears, "I can't stop the bleeding completely."


He rolled his eyes upward, "Wonderful."


Cornelius knelt down beside me, he reached up for my face as I flinched away, hissing in pain. I could tell that I'd hurt my own head when I'd been slammed against the wall and who knew how many bruises I had. My lip was most definitely split from when Ambrose had back-handed me. I glared at him.


The Englishman had the good grace to look ashamed of himself, "This is all my fault."


"Oh no," managed Jack around the pain, "It was all the gun’s doing, you just pulled the trigger."


Cornelius wasn't listening, "No, all this," he looked at me, his face sorrowful, "If I had just listened to you I'd have seen clearly that you were no whore, but a woman in need of help. If I'd gotten off my high horse for one moment-"


He looked honestly like he was about to cry. I suddenly felt rather sorry for him again, "Sir, if you'd like to do right by us, then help me get my cousin some medical attention."


He stared at my blankly then sputtered, "Cous- Medical attention!? From who? He's a... a..."


"A beast?" Jack raised an eyebrow, the word rolling off his tongue and baring the long fangs. He looked at me, "Maggie, Briar Rose church is not far from here-"


"Right, if we get you back to hallowed ground your soul will be forgiven and you'll be released to heaven!" Ambrose popped his fist into his other hand, latching onto the idea.


"I don't want you to die, Jack!" I squeaked.


Jack glared at both of us and hobbled to his feet, "I'm not /that/ injured, thank you both so very much. If you can get me to the church there's someone who can help us there."


I stood beside him and rested his injured shoulder over mine. "If I stay close to you I can help keep the wound from bleeding too badly."


Cornelius put Jack's other great furry arm over his own shoulder without saying a word. "Lead the way."


The church was about two blocks down further at the beginning of the squaller that was Low Town. I wondered if anyone would call the police after hearing the screams and gunshots. Jack shook his head, "Not in this neighborhood. Everyone here minds their own business. You're seeing it in its best light."


Cornelius looked confused, "But I can't see anything at all."


"Exactly," He adjusted Jack's weight, which seemed to get heavier as Jack was losing strength. Jack was at least seven feet tall as a beast, while he was normally about six foot two. My back ached from where I hit the wall, but I kept plodding along, "I'm sure they'll summon the police in the morning when they find- eh," he turned a greenish shade in the light of the next lamp post, "Ambrose . What, what happened back there?"


"I eviscerated him."


Cornelius excused himself for a moment and was quietly sick blessedly outside of the lamp's light. He straightened, "Yes, I rather noticed. What for?"


"He was... he was trying to," I found myself unable to say. I knew what had happened, what was intended, but I couldn't bring myself to say.


"He was going to rape Maggie and then kill her," said Jack, his voice husky with anger. "I think he's the one who's been knifing women at night out here.  I thought maybe he was connected to... other things as well, but I think he's just a murderer.  How do you know him?"


Cornelius shivered at the sound in Jack's voice as we started walking again, our goal in sight, "Not well. I had met him at the bar tonight. I'd had a bit to drink and I got... boisterous in my claims about capturing the- er- you."


"He thought you were a man in a mask," I explained.


"Yes, and I was quite wrong on that," He cocked his head, "So if I'd used silver bullets instead would that have made a difference?"


"The only way it would have made a difference would have been if you could hit the broad side of a barn with that pistol.  I am not a werewolf. I am not a were-creature of any kind, I am simply cursed," he said darkly. Before I could ask, we arrived at the church and Jack ushered us around to a side entrance hidden from the street by the overgrown foliage. The church had some candles burning in the windows and the cloister behind seemed to have lights on. He instructed me to make a particular rune pattern on the door and say words of power and then wait.


After a moment I heard the locks on the door draw back and a pretty blonde woman answered the door. I heard an "I say!" from Cornelius behind me, this woman was very clearly NOT a nun. In fact, she looked the opposite, wearing a loosely laced corset that showed her cleavage almost to the point of bearing her nipples. It was a dark red and black, matching a fancy taffeta skirt with tasseled trim. She was a beautiful woman herself, her blonde hair in an elaborate coiffure on top of her head, a mass of curls draped down her back. Her light brown eyes were round in surprise, flicking to me, Cornelius and Jack’s bloody shoulder. She dashed into action, reaching down and touching Jack, then me, "What happened to him? No, never mind," She turned and yelled over her shoulder, "Nighthawk!"


She took Cornelius's place and helped me get Jack into the building. Left at loose ends, Cornelius shuffled along behind us, "I'll, um just get the door, shall I?"


The lady had eyes only for Jack, and I felt a little uncomfortable at the relationship. I wasn't sure if I was jealous because of the familiarity or just because she was a lovely woman. Then it dawned on me who she was.  She was the nun from the other day, the Abbess in fact.  I was still staring when a dark skinned young man came pelting down the hallway. I couldn't help but stare at him too. For all that my mother was half-Indian, I had never met a full blooded Indian in person. His hair was as black as Chang's and his eyes were almost the same color. My skin had been described as dusky or olive, but his was like burnished copper. It was very beautiful and so was he. When he stopped up short, he took over my place in carrying Jack. I realized that he was short, no taller than I was, but very muscular. Perhaps it was my exhaustion, but I couldn't even bring myself to blush even though he was quite topless. I relinquished my place and gushed out to them, "Oh GOD I couldn't get the bullet out or stop the bleeding entirely, I don't know what to do."


"It's okay, Jack's very immune to magic in this form, you wouldn't be able to do it yourself no matter how good you are at healing," said the woman as she passed another woman, who was wearing a barely laced corset and breeches, "Lily, go and fetch Doc Hadcock, he's a Healer."


Jack turned to the woman bracing him, "Don't bother, Maggie's a good Healer, but she needs more power behind her, she's exhausted."


The woman peered over her shoulder at me, I felt like I was being inspected and had just passed from "annoyance" to "good graces." She beckoned me towards her, "This way then Maggie, I can be your support. Lily, see to the other gentleman."


I tripped along after them, nearly dead on my feet.


The room we were led into was very clean. Everything was tiled and the marble slab in the center of the room was white and spotless. The man called Nighthawk heaved Jack's furry body up onto it. Jack's horns made awful squeaking noises against the table. Nighthawk pulled his hair back into a long tail then went behind a screen to help the woman out of her fancy clothes. She emerged with her hair pulled back severely from her face, I still couldn’t tell how old she was. The lovely smooth skin could have been an illusion, glamor, but it didn't seem to need to hide very much. She now wore a much plainer smock like that of the nun's costume she had worn before. She smiled at me, "So we meet again, Maggie."

Jack pointed with his good arm from the slab, "Maggie, Nighthawk, and the Abbess."

The woman laughed at my confusion, "Simply a nickname. It seems sacrilege to run a brothel from a church, but it works very well.  It supports the hospice that we run for the poor.  I am not a magician, I am technically a witch, though I prefer to be called a Sorceress. It makes me feel more important."


Jack snorted, "You just like the irony of it all. She's very powerful, Maggie. She was one of my father's... friends."


"Purely platonic you rake," she pushed Jack back down on the table and stood me beside her on his left side. Nighthawk grabbed a wicked looking scalpel from a tray beside Jack's head. Jack looked up at the Abbess, despite the furry face, fangs and evil looking horns he was suddenly all scared little boy. The Abbess smiled at him like an angel of mercy, made a sign above his head and flicked his forehead softly. His eyes rolled back in his head and he slept. She turned to us and began to give orders, "Quickly now, we haven't much time before sunrise.  If he regresses into a human form with the bullet his arm will be damaged permenantly."


Nighthawk dug out the bullet while Abbess fed me energy so I could force the injured flesh to heal. I still couldn't make it heal completely, but I got farther than I had before. An hour seemed to pass with Nighthawk digging before I finally heard him call out, "Found it."


I closed up as much of the wound as I could and almost fell to my knees as exhaustion hit me square between the eyes. Nighthawk caught me before I bashed my head into the table and all I could think of was Ambrose trying to grab me. I started to panic, but he lowered me to the ground before I could. The Abbess knelt beside me and gathered me up into her as Nighthawk cleaned up the table. She held me like my mother had when I was small and rocked back and forth, "It's okay, you're safe, no one will hurt you or Jack here. Just cry it all out."


I sobbed into her shoulder for at least twenty minutes. I thought I'd cry more but that was really all I had left in me. She was holding me and rubbing my back, making little soothing noises when suddenly I heard a strange growling. I looked up at Jack incredulously as the Abbess laughed, "It's alright, he's passed into natural sleep, he's snoring."


I stood shakily as the woman, Lily, returned. She had a plate of little snacks that the Abbess forced on me, saying I needed the energy. I downed them eagerly, washing it down with the cold tea that was also provided. She left, leaving me in the room alone with Jack. I looked out the window and saw the last few streams of false dawn burned away by the rays of the sun. I looked over at Jack and watched in amazement as the long fur began to suddenly fade from his body and he shrank back into himself. He was still wearing his vest, the strange necklace, and miraculously his pants. Now I knew why all his clothes and his room looked like they'd been battled in. I walked over and stared at him.  He could have died and it would have been all my fault.  The wound looked worse now that he was human again, the hole looked raw and angry.  His poor eyes were sunken and his cheekbones looked like they were sticking out, as a beast he hadn’t seemed so poor off, but as his human self he looked strangely helpless.  I touched his forehead and he blinked and opened his eyes, looking over at me, "We're still here?"


"Yes, we- uh that is Nighthawk really, just pulled that bullet out of you." I helped him sit up a little ways and he inspected the bullet.


He clenched the offending item in his fist. "What an awful night," He was quiet a moment, both of us staring at his closed fist. He turned to me and stared angrily into my eyes. I suddenly remember the argument and the awful things that were said. I felt like I was going to throw back up all the lovely snacks I'd just eaten. "Maggie. I am so very sorry for what I said."


I'd never heard him apologize for anything he'd said, but I felt it wasn't an appropriate time to point this out.


"I didn't mean what I said. No one, not even me, thinks that you are a heathen."


"It wasn't that which hurt me, it was you calling me a half-breed." I answered quietly.


He looked away from me, flinching, "I am even sorrier about that. I wasn't... I didn't even... God damn it, Maggie, I didn't think about how that would make you feel. I never intended to lay so low a blow. It just all came out at once and as soon as I said it I regretted it and I was too proud to take it back," He laid back down sighing with all the weight of the night's events on him, "I wasn't worried till Mina came storming down stairs and all but laid me out."


"Mina came down?" I was shocked, I'd never heard of her leaving her sanctuary before.


"Yes, Thomas was worried because he couldn't find you and he checked everywhere he could for you. When he couldn't find you he woke Mina up from her nap. Mina scryed for you, which involved her actually looking back in time a few hours to find out which direction you'd taken. When she saw our fight she immediately set in for me and gave me an earful about how calling you that name would have made you feel and how I was being a selfish ass for saying it."


"I'm sorry for what I said too, Jack." I almost wanted to cry again but my eyes were so very swollen by that time I couldn't. 


He looked at me incredulously, "Why? You were right, I was jealous. I just didn't want to believe that. Maybe it was the wrong time or way to say it, I mean your delivery was worthy of... well..."


I smirked at him, "You?"


He laughed then winced, "Ow. Yes, of me," I helped him lower himself back onto the table and he got serious again, "Every evening sometime after sunset I become a beast. I‘m cursed to."


That explained the late nights and afternoon waking. "Why? And why didn't you all just tell me? God, why didn't you tell me when you saw me at the Opera?!"


"You should have seen your face."


"You should have seen yours, you looked like a spooked cow."


He laughed more carefully this time, "We weren't sure how to tell you. I'm still not sure how to tell you everything. Hell, I am not even sure of everything that's happened." He stared at the ceiling for a moment then turned to me, face full of regret, "But it really doesn't matter. I'm just glad you're safe. I am so sorry, Maggie. I can't promise that I won't ever say something hurtful again, but I promise that I won't ever say that again," He banged his head down on the table, "I just didn't THINK!"


"Do you ever?" said a voice by the door. I looked up to see Chang standing in the door, arms folded over his chest. I flung myself into his arms, relieved to see someone familiar and whole. He hugged me back, cupping my face in his hands, "Don't ever, ever do that again to me Maggie. I was worried sick! I can't search the city as fast as Master Jack can." He turned my face from side to side, "Miss Maggie! You've lost your glasses! How can you not be blind?"


It was true, they were gone. I stared at him blankly, "My eyesight isn't that bad! Just bad enough that to see far away I need them.  I rather like how I look without them more."


He smiled, "Well, your glasses are very cute, and you're beautiful with or without them." He leaned forward towards my face, hands still cupped around me, I could feel that  panic welling up in me again.


"Chang! Stop it!" Jack snarled. He'd managed to get himself back up into a sitting position. Chang was surprised enough that he let me go. When he saw how panicked I was from his move he grew extremely serious.


"Maggie, what happened?" He really looked at my dress for the first time, "You're... you're covered in blood."


"She was nearly deprived of her maidenhood, Mr. Chang, “ said a cool feminine voice from the door. The Abbess waltzed in, flanked by poor Cornelius and Nighthawk. She was still in the white nurse's dress; little bits of blood spattered the front. "It's a long story but I'm sure you can hear it all from them later. There are only two things that are important at this early hour. The first is that another girl was attacked last night."


"But Ambrose is dead!" cried Cornelius.


Jack shook his head, "Ambrose may have been a murderer, but he wasn't the source of these un-dead women. Whatever is doing that is purely magical; I could smell that on the bodies. Ambrose was just a particularly unsavory human being."


"I demand to know what you intend to do about it then, “said Cornelius. “I also demand to be allowed to help bring him in."


"You, my Cornelius, are the other matter that is of importance. You know far too much about magic, the Beast, and my home. I'm afraid that I'll have to obliterate your memory."


He stared at her in horror, "The... whole thing?"


She raised her eyebrow at him and answered slowly, "Yes..."


"Abbess that seems a little extreme!" I had heard rumors of such things but I didn't know it was actually possible. Cornelius yelped and ran over to hide behind me.


"Listen to the girl, she knows what she's talking about!" He hunched himself behind me like a great silly spider, "You do know what you're talking about... don't you?"


Abbess looked at him coldly, "I don't see any reason to keep you around. You're not a magician or a witch or a sensitive and you've shot the youngest son of one of my deceased friends."


"That was an accident! Case of mistaken identity!" I could feel him shaking behind me, "I didn't mean to! I'm just a professor, not even that anymore, just a tutor! Really!"


I sighed, I was getting extremely tired. The adrenaline had long ago worn off and now the snack things I'd eaten were starting to wane also, "Cornelius, stop shaking me, you're hurting me. I was thrown against a brick wall by a mad man tonight." He let go. "Now, didn't you say you had seen a pattern to the attacks, where they took place and when?"


"Yes, but we weren't attacked. It was just Jack." He looked at Jack suspiciously, "Are you completely sure that you're not responsible somehow?"


Jack looked at him with venom in his eyes, but Abbess interrupted him, "No. Once because the necklace Jack wears gives him control of his beast form-"


"And how sure are you it works?" Cornelius was getting into the discussion. He swung his light blonde hair from his eyes and peered down at the Abbess.


She put her hands on her hips and scowled at him, "Because I made it, fool."


Again the would-be detective shrunk back behind me. Abbess continued, "Twice he is not our man because one of my girls was attacked during the time that we were mending Jack."


Jack sucked his breath in through his mouth, "Who?"


She sighed and pushed her hair back from her face, "Emmy, a young girl who I was tutoring-" Cornelius made a funny strangled sound, she shot him a look, "in magic."


The Abbess rubbed the back of her neck gingerly, "At any rate, her body will be well cared for here until the culprit is caught. I will forgo the /Professor’s/ ordeal if he proves to be able to help us."


Cornelius bowed to the woman, "Your grace is only exceeded by your beauty which is only exceeded by your mercy-"


Jack mimed throwing something at Cornelius with his good arm, but the Abbess wasn't finished, "Don't be so quick to thank, professor,” She pulled the bewildered man into the center of the room and made mystical looking passes over him. They looked impressive, but no power came from her and the passes were nothing I'd ever heard of before. I looked at Chang who answered me with a wink. The Abbess took a few steps back from her victim, "Now, I have placed a spell on you. If you tell one single soul or even write down what you have seen here tonight- ever- Jack's curse will be your own, " Poor Cornelius looked like he was going to faint, "Nighthawk, if you would escort our new friend to the door?"


Cornelius looked at me with pleading eyes as he was ushered out the door. I watched helplessly, and then turned to the Abbess as the door was closed. She smiled, "Never fear, little Maggie, I did nothing but plant a seed of worry in his little mind about the extent of our powers. If such a spell were possible so easily we'd have already done it."


Jack sighed and climbed down off the slab, leaning on Nighthawk for support. His vest hung open, sadly blood soaked. "Can we go home now?"


Chang turned to him, "Of course, we were just waiting on you." 


Jack rolled his eyes at the Jinn and followed him out the door. 

The carriage ride home I provided a buffer for Jack's body to keep him from smacking into anything. Of all the men that I had been touched by the preceding events, he scared me the least. I assumed it was because at the moment he was weak as a kitten and needed me to hold him up to keep from reopening his wound, which had been bound with a clean cloth. I was wearing a smaller version of the nurse dress, which was starchy and uncomfortable- but at least it was clean. My dress was going to have to be burned, it was completely ruined. I was so confused by everything that had happened, I knew I needed to tell Thomas and Mina but I didn't know how. 



Suddenly I felt someone waking me. I hadn't realized I'd dosed off. Chang reached in and lifted Jack effortlessly; for all that he was almost as slight as Cornelius. I stumbled out of the rig, which shrank into itself until it was just a wagon with an old brown mare. I didn't ask I just stumbled forward. I felt soft arms catch me and found Mina holding me. She smiled, "Don't worry, I've got you little one."


Thomas was shimmering in the sunlight, barely a sketch against the porch, "It's okay, if Mina knows where I am, she can follow me up to your room."


With Mina's help I stumbled up the stairs and to the sanctuary of my bed. It was like being drunk, I imagined, the way I stumbled in my steps. I had never been so tired, but I had stayed up many a night reading, it was just that my body had been taxed nearly to its limits this night. I let Mina strip me of the nurse dress, which she called the nasty feeling thing, and into a soft night dress. When I was safely installed under the lavender coverlet, Thomas reappeared and helped guide Mina's hand to distribute some dark amber syrup into a spoon for me. I accepted it with trepidation, but it proved to be cough syrup. It tasted sticky and heavily of alcohol. It was unpleasant in its sweetness, but at least it didn't make me gag. I smiled at them for a moment before the syrup had its desired effect and knocked me into the welcoming arms of a blessedly dreamless sleep.


I woke with my room dark. At first I thought it was night and I was terribly confused as to the past night. Gradually it all came back in a horrible blur. I fumbled for my glasses for a moment then remembered that they were gone. It took me a few minutes to collect myself. My eyes were gummy and tender from all the crying I'd done last night, and my heart felt weak and feeble. At least my split lip and bruises were all healing, though slowly.  Magicians couldn't heal themselves at a fast rate past the point of life threatening. We still got colds and bumps or bruises the same as anyone. They went away very quickly at first, but once my body no longer felt they were life threatening it stopped the accelerated healing. Now I was left with the badges of last night's battle. I got out of bed gingerly and made a soft witch light to guide me.


Even the dim light of it hurt my eyes and I saw stars for a moment. I padded over to the mirror and took off my nightgown gingerly, inspecting my wounds. I looked like the un-dead. There were deep rings around my eyes. I had some amazing looking scrapes from slamming myself against the pavement in a move that had cost my dress most of the damage. I poked at them, and although sore there wasn't any infection. I flipped around and stared at my back, more scrapes were apparent and some bruises I couldn't see but I could definitely feel when I raised my arms. My shoulders and back were also sore from trying to carry Jack all the way to the Abbess's home. Taking deep breaths I tried to stretch out the kinks, but it hurt so bad that I stopped after the first try. Frustrated, I tried to rub the sleep from my eyes and hissed in pain. There was a big bruise on my cheek that I also couldn't see but definitely feel. Another boon of my skin color was sometimes bruises just didn't show up well- in fact most of the time they didn't show at all. Unfortunately they still hurt and because people couldn't see them they tended to poke you right in the soft spot. Of everything, my split lip looked the least painful.


I threw on my dressing gown and felt it was high time to get some real food. The light emanating from the library's open door was dim and orange, it was late afternoon. I started for the stairs and stopped, looking back at Jack's door. Was he alright? He'd had a much worse evening than I did. I tiptoed over and leaned my head against the door. I strained and could hear even breathing from the inside, he was still asleep.


"He'll probably sleep all evening until he's almost ready to transform again if you're wanting to see him."


I all but jumped out of my skin and spun round to face Thomas, my poor heart rattling against my chest. "Oh Thomas, I think you just scared a year of life from me."


He smiled sadly, "Sorry, I forget sometimes forget that I don't make noise, " He stared at me for a beat then motioned for me to follow him, "Maggie, we need to talk."


My stomach protested silently, thankfully, but I followed. He led me into the library and bade me to take a seat. On the table was a grand feast of breakfast, all the things that I normally couldn't handle in the morning. My stomach roared with new ferocity at the wonderful scent of bacon, sausages, and pancakes. I was about to tuck in and thought better of it. There was something I needed to know before I could become comfortable with the house again, "Thomas I have to know an answer before anything else gets started. I need to know how you feel about me."


He looked bewildered, "I'm... sorry?"


"I need to know how you feel about me, about my existence at all. I mean, I'm living proof of your grandfather's infidelity and.. and what Jack said yesterday got me thinking-" I stared hard at the floor, unable to continue without tearing up again. All the uncertainty of the previous afternoon came flooding back.


Thomas knelt in front of me, hands on his knees, "Maggie, look at me." I swallowed hard and felt his icy fingertips under my chin. His face was full of sorrow, "Maggie, none of us have any problem with who you or your sister are. None of us have any problem with who your mother is. There's no reason for any of us to resent your existence. The only person who had any right to object to what happened is long dead and my grandmother never felt that it was you or your mother's fault. She was angry with my grandfather when she found out, yes, but never at you. In fact she tried time and again to get him to go and find your mother before all of us were born."


The tears were coming again. Damn it, I couldn't seem to do anything useful anymore but just cry all the time, "But why? Why didn't he come back for her? For us? It hurt her so much."


Thomas shrugged and sat back on the floor, stretching his long legs. "I honestly don't have an answer. We never understood, my father never understood either. I suspect it was just grandfather's damned pride."


I sat down across from him, helping myself to a plate of sausages, "You and Jack have never said anything about us, why?"


He pulled his legs against his chest and rocked back and forth like a little child, "That's what I need to tell you, Maggie. It's not easy to discuss since it involves some un-pleasantries between your family and mine."


No one knows why our grandfather did what he had. Near as I can tell from your mother's birth date and my grandfather's marriage date, Grandfather was already married to my grandmother when your mother was born. It could have been any number of things, even a drunken debacle. But I do know that your grandmother died, it wasn't she who abandoned your mother, it was her sister... but I'm getting ahead of myself.

Mina is actually the oldest, though she doesn't look it does she? She remembers our grandmother a little bit, but not much. Mina said that grandmother was very sad a lot. Grandmother died just after I was born. We were a fairly normal happy family. Father was a decent magician but he ran the shipping company mostly. Mother was good with plants and helped to teach us our magic. Grandfather was very proud of the promise that we showed. We seldom left Grey House, but at parties we would sit at the top of the stairs and we could hear my grandfather praise us.


When I was seven, something awful happened. We were in the drawing room, I was playing with my blocks and Mina was reading beside me. Our mother was sitting beside our father on the couch and Grandfather was reading aloud to us. There was a hearty fire going and it was nearly time for Mina and me to go to bed. 


All of a sudden the lights dimmed and only the fire place was lit. My mother called to us and flung herself over us, holding tightly. Out of the fire stepped a tall woman dressed all in white with long black hair and dark bronze skin. She seemed pleased with what she saw, but in a perverse way, as if all her prey was here in one place.


I could feel the power coming off of her, it felt like rain. Cold rain. She addressed my grandfather by his first name in a cruel tone, "So this is what has become of you. My sister lives in the cold ground and you sit happily tending your lair with your preferred child."


She took three steps toward my grandfather, but my father, who knew nothing of your mother at the time, interposed himself between them. She looked at him coldly and touched him on the forehead. I can still remember how he just seemed to crumble to the ground. I tried to run to him but my mother wouldn't let me. The dark woman turned to my grandfather, who held my father's prone body. "I curse you, Benjamin Wolfe. All of you. Every male born to your house will die when the clock strikes midnight on their  eighteenth birthday so that you will have to watch all your hopes grow strong and yet die as I did,” She pointed at my father, “Since this one is so far past  the appointed date, let him die now slowly before you as my sister did. Begging for your love and her life when instead you left me, only a girl with a child to raise."


With that she became a huge burning pillar of flame and then she was gone. We were never able to get rid of the burn in the floor.


I remember crawling to my father's body and trying to hold his hand. We all were. In the days that followed he slowly wasted away, getting weaker and weaker. My mother and the Abbess were able to slow his deterioration, but he only lived a week. Sometimes I wish he had just died instead of lingering like that. Over and over he kept telling us how sorry he was that he couldn't stay and that he was causing us so much pain. He'd accepted his death but that made it harder to watch. He told us if we ever found your mother to tell her that he wished he'd grown up with a sister instead of alone and that even though he didn't know her he loved her and bore her no ill will. 


It wasn't until a month later that my mother announced that she was pregnant. Jack was born during a storm of all things, and my mother died of some sort of internal poisoning from the hard birth. I remember sitting outside and grandfather being angry and practically throwing Jack into Mina's arms. I was towheaded as a child, my hair was nearly white. Mina is of course, a red head. Jack was born with thick black hair. It didn't matter that it all came off and his hair grew back in brown, Grandfather was still convinced that Jack was not my father's son. I've heard of some women having longer pregnancies than others and neither Mina nor I had any doubt that he was our brother. But grandfather never forgave him. It didn't help that Jack was completely without magical abilities. He was vaguely sensitive, but no more than the average child.


As we grew, Jack saw Mina as a mother figure. He desperately tried for Grandfather's attention. Once he was trying to show his grandfather the tiny intricate drawings of a great city that he'd labored over for days. Grandfather didn't believe he'd done it, but Jack was insistent. He grabbed the magnifying glass in order to use it to show Grandfather the detail work. They struggled over it and ended up breaking the damn thing. Grandfather was so angry that he wadded up the drawing and threw it into the fireplace, then beat Jack with his belt. Jack was only about seven, but he still has scars from it. 


After that he avoided my grandfather completely and almost never spoke except to Mina or I. In the meantime I was moved into a prep school to begin getting ready for college. Grandfather felt that it was a pointless pursuit for mundane achievement, but he couldn't deny me anything. It's a wonder as much as Grandfather doted on Mina and I that Jack never started to hate us, but he never has. 



At the same time as I went to the prep school, Grandfather left Jack with the Abbess and dragged Mina around the country and to Europe searching for something that would keep me from dying on my eighteenth birthday. Fool child that I was, I didn't help but assumed that they could find a cure. Everyone thinks they're immortal at that age I suppose. 


About three months before my eighteenth birthday, they returned to Grey House. Frantic preparations were made, but when the clock struck eleven on that day I could feel my body begin to die. Mina and Grandfather tried all they could to save me, but in the end they found something only in the nick of time. Mina traded her eyes so that I could live. The curse wasn't lifted, it was merely transmuted and I became as you see me now, a phantom.


Since I could hardly go on to a University in this condition, I combed the books they'd returned with to try and find something that would reverse what had been done, and find a way to keep Jack from suffering a similar fate. Things took a turn for the worst at this point as Jack re-joined the family, surly as ever, and grandfather refusing to help find a cure for him. My God the verbal battles were fierce and I think that's when Jack learned most of his arsenal of low blows.


In the end, Mina created a spell that would stop the curse from taking affect but wouldn't require the caster to give up some vital part of their anatomy or abilities. We went out into the yard and preformed it with just days to spare. On the night of Jack's birthday, Grandfather started drinking heavily, taunting Jack and telling him that this night they'd see if he was my father's son or not.


The argument went too far, as it does when you hit a nerve with Jack, and it came to blows. However, when Grandfather went to hit Jack with the belt, Jack grabbed the belt from him and punched him in the face. Jack ran from the house into the woods out back. I couldn't leave the house and follow or stop our grandfather from raging after him, belt in hand. Poor Mina stumbled after him, trying to stop them both. It was a stormy night and I could only see through flashes of lightning. Mina was terrified her spell wouldn't work and kept calling to Jack and Grandfather to come back inside.


Jack was standing in the back of the yard, yelling insults at grandfather. His voice was lost to the wind but I could see Mina and Grandfather still struggling. In one great flash of light I saw Grandfather framed as he struck Mina across the face, knocking her senseless. At the same time, I could finally hear Jack over the wind and storm. His voice became distorted and in one lightning flash doubled over on the ground. In the darkness that followed I heard a horrible ripping noise and screams, but the next flash showed that Jack was gone. In his place was the beast. 


The storm hit a lull just then and I couldn't see what happened next. There was a lot of screaming and many... noises that I try not to remember. It lasted for several minutes, then nothing. I waited on the back steps, unable to get closer, till Mina came to and crawled back to me. 


I managed to get her inside, but instead of going to her room, she went to the attic stairs and refused to come down. I could feel the magical walls being built, the massive power she was draining from the storm, but I couldn't get her out of the attic. I slept that night curled up outside her door, waiting.


In the morning, I found Jack unconscious and naked in the kitchen with no memory of what had happened the night before. He was covered in blood and scratches, but otherwise seemed to be alright. In the yard we found no trace of grandfather except his ripped and bloody coat. For three days I tried to figure out how to help Jack. In his beast state he had no way of controlling himself or his rage, and in the morning he was so exhausted that he was useless. Mina would not come out of her room nor would she answer my pleas for help. In the end I figured out when Jack would turn and locked him in the basement store room before moon rise and helped him  to stay sane during the day. Jack was beginning to come around during the day, but I had no way of getting help since I couldn't leave the grounds.


News came that they'd found what was left of our Grandfather, just shreds of him in an alley not far from where you were last night. They had identified him by way of his engraved watch, there hadn't been enough of him left for them to identify physically. I remember wanting to vomit when I heard the news but when your body doesn't need to eat it doesn't have anything left to reject, so instead I dry heaved in a corner while Jack thanked the officers and shut the door. He ran out the back door and stayed away all day. Late that afternoon, the Abbess showed up on our doorstep and took charge of everything. She made the funeral arrangements and supervised the making of Jack's collar so he could remain in control in his beast form.


The Abbess was the one who found Chang and arranged for him to become bound to Grey House. Grandfather hated Jinn and refused to allow anyone to live in the house that wasn't family after my mother died. He couldn't stand the way that Jinn, unless they were about ready to return to their home having learned all they could from humans, had no concept of human morals or personal space- something I'm sure you've witnessed from Chang. Chang's manic personality and his inability to choose a gender lightened the mood here considerably.


When Mina finally emerged from the Attic, Chang had the house running as efficiently as it had before my mother passed away and all the servants were dismissed. He started Jack and himself into repairing holes in walls, decaying stone work, and even just cleaning the carpet. I was able to find the rotten parts, Jack ripped out what was wrong, and Chang fixed it. It was a blessed peace after a long, hard time.
---


Thomas sighed, he was leaning his chin against his knees and all I could see was his eyes above them. Every inch of his body registered defeat and hurt. I had no idea that Thomas had dealt with so much sadness in his life, he hid it well. I reached out, wanting to touch him, but hesitated. I had noticed before that his clothes and hair moved with the wind, so I crawled over to him and ran my hand past his head. I came in close so that the air current made his hair ripple almost the same as if I had touched it. He sighed and closed his eyes, looking a little more peaceful. "It hasn't been easy. I must admit that I was fond of women and their company. You don't realize how much you miss sensation when you can no longer feel simple things like taking a bath or running your hand through someone's hair without having to think about it-" He suddenly looked uncomfortable and shook his head, "Good Gad, I'm running my mouth about inappropriate things to you. I apologize, Maggie! I completely forgot myself."


"I was wondering when you were going to stop," Jack was standing in the doorway with a plain pancake in his hands. He had on the same disheveled shirt and jacket as earlier, but a new vest. It looked strange on him since it was fairly neat and pressed while the rest of his clothes were just as rumpled as ever. His hair was wet and slicked back from his face and reminded me that I hadn't yet washed the grime from my own. He came in and folded himself up on the floor to my back, holding the pancake in his mouth like a dog with a prize. He grabbed a book from the table and ate the pancake without using his hands, skimming the pages. 


Thomas stared at his younger brother with a mixture of love and irritation, "Sorry, it's a long story."


“Why is it whenever I come in you always seem to be telling Maggie some embaressing story about me?” Thomas shrugged at his brother who continued eating plain pancakes in the same manner. I felt the hint to leave and got to my feet, smoothing out my robe. "Well you two, I suppose I will go and bake in a bath for a while until my shoulders stop feeling like chopped meat."


Thomas smiled, "Enjoy it, Maggie. Jack and I need to discuss our next move in catching this... stalker before it hurts someone else."


"If there's anything I can do to help, please let me know..."


Thomas scratched his head, "Actually, there is. There's a party at the VanBatten's in two days. I met with Cornelius after the two of you passed out and he believes it's close to where the pattern seems to indicate the culprit will strike next."


Jack dropped the pancake, "What? You didn't say anything about that before. I don't want Maggie involved with this! What if she gets hurt again?"


"I think I can take care of myself at a party, thank you." I snapped at him.


Thomas nodded, "Cornelius will be there with her."


"That foppish idiot? I'd be surprised if he could keep his own jacket from being run off with let alone someone attacking Maggie," Jack sputtered. 


"What's been recorded from witnesses says the victims were alone at the time of the attack, so long as Maggie stays with people she'll be fine. And besides, which her lie detecting project will be a boon if she can get it working."


"No, I... I forbid it!" Jack shouted, I raised my eyebrows at him, "I'll go with her, we'll just leave the party before I turn."


I glowered at him, "What?!  If I don't stay long enough to get the information we need then that makes the whole thing pointless and another woman left to die!"


Thomas tried to reason, "Just because he tried to shoot you Jack-"


"Tried nothing! He DID shoot me!" Jack ripped his shirt and jacket aside revealing a bloody bandage on his arm, "Look! Does that look like a miss to you?"


"Stop it, Jack, you're making Maggie blush," Thomas laughed. 


I stomped over to both of them and glared, "I won't have the two of you trying to run my life for me! I will go to the party and I will go with Cornelius because he is a better detective and more in control of his temper than you are, Jack," I looked them both in the eyes firmly and got up to leave. I paused at the door to give one last retort, "And I am NOT blushing!"

I could now produce enough heat magically to make the water as hot as I'd like. I had to get into the giant deep tub gingerly as the scrapes stung dreadfully when the water touched it. I planned to boil the frustrations out of myself and not leave the bathroom till I had pruney fingers. There was a stand beside the tub that could be rolled over and its arm swung down so you could safely read in the tub. I studied my notes from the day before.  They had been repaired by Thomas and Mina while I slept.


No answers came to me as I soaked, my mind too unsettled by the fact that I'd already agreed to function as a spy at a party with someone that, from my limited contact with him, tended to be an ass when he had an audience. Other than sheer perversity, I wasn't sure why I had agreed at all. Outside of the ring that I wasn't sure I could make, I was fairly useless. It would have been better let Jack go in my place or to try to invite my cousin up and have her go with Cornelius. Surely the single and married men would be more glib with her than with me. My heart clenched at the thought of putting Charity or Elizabeth in danger and I suddenly knew how Jack felt. He was almost completely immune to magical attacks as a beast, hence why my healing didn't work very well either, and he was fairly hardy to physical attacks as a beast or human. 


The Beast could also smell the work of magic, just like I could see it. Add to that the fact that he was so silent and strong as a beast and it made him the perfect vehicle for stalking a stalker. I didn't think that my cousins could have handled what happened last night, not having an ability to use or see magic at all being the least of the problem. I had seen death- granted not human death before. However, I didn't think that my cousins had even had pets before. And they certainly hadn't seen dead animal carcasses like I had. I used to help clean the deer that my grandfather, my mother's adopted father, had brought in.   I'd seen meat and bone before it was served to me on a plate with greens.


I shoved away my notes and plunged my head underwater, holding myself there. I was getting no where on my project and the water was getting cold. The concentration it took to stay under that long made it easier to changes tracks of thought. The problem of the ring was a more productive puzzle to work on. I was going to have it pulse light, but that would be obvious to someone watching and probably frighten them! The other option for reaction was heat or lack of it. I decided to opt for cold for now, as I assumed the gathering would be warm with so many people. I'd notice my jewelry getting ice cold before I noticed it getting hot. I tested it on myself and Mina, both of us telling the most outrageous fibs we could think of. Half truths and opinions it had a harder time dealing with. But I still couldn't get it to tell me whether someone else was telling the truth or not. It only would tell me whether or not *I* was telling the truth. Even if I got it to focus on sounds, that wouldn't work since it would have heard me more than anyone else.


I got out of the bath and let it drain. My fingers were now properly wrinkled and everything felt funny to the touch. I dried my hair with a towel and noticed how long it had gotten. It was up so much that I almost never noticed. My bangs needed a trim, but the rest of my hair came all the way down to my waist. When it was wet it was a lovely jet black like my mothers, dry it was more of a very dark brown. I combed it back from my face, trying to look in the mirror. Because of the heat still lingering in the room the mirror was patchy and foggy. I scrubbed at it with a towel till I could see my face clearly again. I stared into my own dark eyes, my split lip looked painful. I was about to inspect the damage to my shoulders when it dawned on me that I was indirectly looking at the answer to my problems. 


Mirror spells weren't limited by degrees like a sound spell would be. A sound spell had to pick up the words said by a person, which would be garbled in a large room. However, a mirror spell would pick up the person it was aimed at. Magically, people registered as motes of life energy in vaguely human shapes, that was how Mina could her way around the house if she followed one of us or her little dog.  With the inner sight that magicians and other magic users possessed she could  follow a living being.  The ring could be pointed at someone subtly just as I moved my hand and it would tell me if they were telling me the truth or not! So simple!


I threw on my robe and went dashing to my room to throw on a proper tea gown.  I sailed back out and into the library and started hunting through the stacks trying to find all the books I’d need.  Jack was already gone, but Thomas was quietly reading in a corner.  He watched me for a moment, then came over to see what I was writing so furiously.  When he read my notes, he started opening the books that I hadn’t yet and began looking for clues too.  Between the two of us we’d have an answer and hopefully a working prototype well before the party.


Early the next morning I got a surprising note.  Riah wanted me to join him for lunch at a nice little place on South St.  This was a nice change of pace compared to the near death experiences I seemed to keep having.  But I was still a mass of bruises and cuts.  


“Just hold still, I can have your right as rain here in just a moment.” Said Chang, smiling.  I could feel my swollen lip shrinking.  It was starting to feel like a lip again in fact, hopefully it looked like one too.  


“Whum aouh ina?”


Chang took her fingers off my lip, “Sorry, what?”


“What about Mina?  I have lessons today, and I don't know how she'd feel about me going out and seeing a boy alone and all,” I tapped my fingers on the table nervously.


Chang leaned back against the kitchen counter and smiled cryptically, “Oh, we've already taken care of that.”


Jack stomped into the kitchen irritatedly.  His hair was neatly slicked back from his face with water and combed, his suit was pressed, and even his shirt was wrinkle free.  He looked very uncomfortable. “Well?  Am I presentable?”


Chang dusted him off and straightened his coat.  Jack glared.  After a moment the Jinn threw her arms around Jack and hugged him, “Oh Master Jack!  I am so enthralled by how well you clean up!  Kiss me.”


Jack separated himself from the jinn in a panic, “AUGH!  Get away from me!  You'll wrinkle the suit!”


The Jinn laughed merrily and made puckering gestures with her lips at him as jack looked at me imploringly.  “So I take it Jack will be accompanying me then?”


“Unfortunately,” said Chang smiling.


“It's more because I, er we don't want you wind up lost and alone somewhere in the city again,” Jack crossed his arms.  Chang looked at him expectantly, but when nothing else came forth she smacked into him with her hip.  Jack gave her an exasperated look and continued, “And... and I wanted to say I was sorry for what I said again.  And I wanted to make it up to you.  In exchange for me going with you Mina will allow you out of your lessons.”


He started to run his hand through his hair nervously but Chang smacked his hand away casually.  The Jinn received yet another evil look for her trouble.


The corresponding lamppost spat us out about two blocks from our destination.  As we walked I asked Jack a burning question I'd had since the night before.  “So if the opera was the first night of this mysterious outbreak of fainting women, what were you doing there in the first place.”


Jack started to touch his hair again and cringing, put his hand back down.  He replied sheepishly, “I... wanted to see the opera too.”


“I didn't know you liked operas, Jack, but then i didn't know you used to be an artist either,” I prompted.


He looked up the street darkly, “Could we change the subject please?”


 “Alright, so why did you continue to watch for the attacks?”


“Maggie, my dear you have an odd idea of how to change a subject.  Cornelius wasn't the only one who figured out a pattern.  I do have more than half a brain in my head,” He touched his hair and then with further irritation he yelled out, “Oh blast it then!”


With all the ferocity of the Beast he shook his head and mussed up his hair.  After a moment it was as messy as ever.  Several older ladies walking by made a wide half circle to get around us.  Jack looked chagrined but more comfortable, “Anyway, I felt awful that something had happened to that poor woman when I was right there and could have done something about it.  So I was determined that i would find the culprit.  I told Abbess about it and she agreed to help me however she could since she was looking into it herself.”


“And Thomas?”


“Thomas was very unhappy with the whole idea,” he smiled at that, “He thought I was exposing the Beast unnecessarily.  But it's not like he could have stopped me.”



We'd come to the front of the nice little restaurant I was to meet Riah at.  It was called “The Blue Dove” and was quite full for so early in the afternoon.  It was filled with dapperly dressed fellows and their immaculate lady friends who raised eyebrows at us as we entered.  I felt a bit like a chicken on a peacock farm.


The head waiter at least seemed nice enough and I shyly asked for a table.  He shrugged and shook his head, “I am sorry miss, but even for lunch we are reservation only-”


“We're here to meet Riah Boltz,” snapped Jack.  


“Ah!  Mr. Boltz did say that he was expecting a guest...?”  He looked from me to Jack's glower and coughed politely, “I am sure we can accommodate one more without a problem.  Mr. Boltz also left a message that he will be running late and if you would like to meet him at the offices of Smith and Green across the street?”


I thanked him politely as Jack grabbed my arm and headed across the street.  We dodged two carriages and one wagon with an angry donkey.  “Jack, what is your big hurry?”


“I'm hungry.  The sooner we get your friend out of his office the sooner we can go back and eat!” he growled.


Smith and Green was a well ordered law office.  We gave our names to the colorless little receptionist and sat to wait for Riah.  Beside each of the names of the partners were little glyphs of a book and a moto in latin that I couldn't quite make out.  The minutes dragged.  Jack started to get up as I grabbed his arm and hissed, “Where are you going?!”


He sighed, “I'm going to find this friend of yours and drag him out bodily.  I'm hungry.”


I gave him my best pleading puppy dog look, “Jack please don't get Riah in trouble.  He might get mad at me.”


Jack gave me an irritated look but relented.  He settled his lanky body back into the chair, shuffling minutely till he found a comfortable position.  He was dosing when a beautiful blond woman walked into the room looking around absently.  She was short and very thin, her cheery blue dress seemed to give her color she didn't possess naturally any longer.  Under the rouge of her cheeks were the sunken bones of sickness.  Her eyes were bright but glassy and she didn't seem to know exactly where she was going.  After a moment she started to moan a little in what seemed like panic.


Jack opened his eyes and stared at her, “The hell is she making that infernal noise for?”


I smacked his arm and hissed at him, “Be a bit more respectful, Jack!  Can't you see she's frightened and enfeebled?” I rose and went to take the woman's elbow, “Are you alright, Miss?”


She smiled at me and petted my hair, “Riah, why are you wearing such funny clothes?  I didn't know you liked dresses.”


I stared at her blankly.  She continued to pet my dress and smile incoherently at me.  I looked at Jack for help but he shrugged at me, “No telling who she'll think I am!”


I took her arm again, “Ma'am, I'm not Riah, but I'm sure if we go and look in the offices we'll find him.”


She smiled and hugged my arm, “Whatever you say, Riah.”


I heard my name and turned to see the real Riah come hurrying down the hallway, “Miss Brookes!  I am so sorry- oh!  Aunt Tandy, you shouldn't be out here.”


She dropped my arm and shuffled towards her nephew, “Riah, there you are.  Where have you been my little scamp?”


 “Now Aunt Tandy, you should go back and lay down,” She made a face and started to pull away from his arm, “Now I know it's boring back here, but i'll be back soon and your cat is there, you like her.  You won't be alone with her there.”


Mrs. Green smiled, “Oh you're always right, Riah, thank you for taking care of me,” she began to follow him back down the hall, “You know what?  You make a lovely girl.”


“That wasn't me, Aunt Tandy, that was my... ah,” he looked back at me, I shrugged uncertain of what we were if anything, “My lady friend, Maggie Brookes.”


I felt my face flush.  Aunt Tandy giggled, “Oh Riah, you're too young to have a lady friend, you're only twelve!”


They turned a corner and disappeared out of sight.  I sat down beside Jack.  He smiled cloyingly at me, “Isn't that nice, two meetings and you're his sweet heart.”


I gave him an awful look, “You can stop that right now.”


“Awwwww.  Young love!  Be still my heart.”


“Jealous?” I glared at him, pursing my lips.


Jack stretched back, “Oh no, you ladies have a good time.”


I put my head in my hands.  “Why couldn't Thomas and you have switched curses and he come with me instead.”


“I'm sorry curse what?” asked Riah as he walked in.


“I said that Jack is a curse.  Riah, this is my cousin, Jack.”  There was a sort of hesitant handshake between the two of them, like paranoid dogs meeting for the first time.    Riah was tall, but still growing and he didn't quite meet Jack's superior height.  He stared up into Jack's expressionless yellow eyes unflinching.  The frown on Jack's face deepened a little.


“Riah, oh I didn't know we had guests!”  Josephus Green came thundering down the hall after his nephew.


Riah smiled awkwardly and introduced Jack to his uncle.  The men exchanged handshakes and Jack received a hearty slap on the shoulder from Mr. Green.


Jack didn't even flinch as the man's big paw smacked into him, “Ha ha!  You're made of sterner stuff than your brother, I'll give you that.  I knocked him down many a times like that!”


Jack looked at my wryly, “Oh you wouldn't believe how much sterner, sir.”


Riah shot Jack a look and turned to me, “And you remember, Miss Brookes, Uncle Cephus?”


I held out my right hand but Cephus laughed as he held out an ink stained left hand.  We switched hands and he shook mine gently, “I apologize, my dear, I just came from a meeting with my grandfather.  He's the head of the firm now, but he only trusts me to take his notes.  Says I have as fine a handwriting as any lady, what do you think of that?”


“I”m sure you've very neat writing, Mr. Green,” I answered awkwardly.  Riah gave his uncle a beseeching look.


The man caught on and smiled, “Well Riah, I suppose we'll have to do without our junior clerk for an hour, have a good lunch, won't you?”


“Thank you sir,” Riah watched his uncle leave.  When the door closed he smiled over at me and started to take my arm.  Jack stepped between us and grabbed my arm first, giving Riah a smooth poisonous smile. I looked at him helplessly as I was led out the door.  


We crossed the street in a much safer fashion than we had at first.  Riah stayed glued to my left side as we entered the restaurant once more.  The lunch crowd had thinned a little by now.  The interior of the restaurant was painted in soothing blues and greens.  It was dark inside with a few lanterns burning cheerily at the tables.  We were led around to the side of the building to a four person table in front of a largish window.  The table cloth was white with light embroidery and starched.  It reached the ground as did the chair covers that matched.  I maneuvered myself so that I sat across from Jack, with Riah at my left.  This way I could talk comfortably to Riah and  easily reach across and kick Jack in the shins whenever I felt it necessary.


As we were seated an awkward hush settled across the table.  Riah glanced at Jack and then at me.  Jack crossed his arms, “I'm just a chaperon, Mr Boltz, just pretend I don't exist.”


Riah looked at Jack suspiciously, “Very well, Mr. Wolfe, I will endeavor to do so.  Ma- Miss Brookes, how have you been?”

“I've been better, my life has lately been more interesting than I'd like it to be- OW.”


“Oh sorry, I couldn't tell where the table legs and your legs were, Maggie.  I'm terribly sorry,”  Jack crossed his legs and smiled thinly at me. I glared back for a moment but before I could continue our waiter came back.  My plan of easy kicking distance was backfiring.


“What would Madame like to order?”


“I'd like your finest steak please,” Jack said usurping my turn before I could even speak.  “Rare, with a good baked potato.”


The waiter raised an eyebrow but took down the order.  He glanced back at me and smiled encouragingly.  I stared at the menu.  I felt again much out of my depth.  Riah and Jack came from wealthy families, they seemed to be used to the whole business of ordering  at such a fancy restaurant.  But I was floundering.  I ordered the first thing on the menu that sounded palatable and prayed that I wasn't ordering something hideous.   The waiter left us and again we were left in the discomfort of our own company.  Jack and Riah fell to giving each other covert irritated glances.


“So you work for your uncle?” I prompted.  


Riah's head snapped up and he smiled at me.  Suddenly everything felt right again, “Yes, I do.  His- I mean, my great-grandfather runs the firm.  I'm just a copy boy at the moment.”


Jack leaned his head on his hand and looked bored, “Sounds promising.”


Riah raised an eyebrow, “Well, I aspire to do more with my life than just spend my family's money, noble cause though that may be.”


Jack nodded absently as he watched a pretty young woman leaving her table.    I 


The darkness was gathering by the time we arrived at the house.  Jack shifted uncomfortably in his nice clothes.  I hunched my shoulders like an angry cat against his company as we stepped up on the porch together.  “What's wrong with you, Maggie?”


I pressed my lips together angrily and stared at him for a few minutes.  “I don't know how you can ask me that after how you acted today.”


Jack looked sheepishly over my head, “Whatever are you talking about?”


I snorted, turned on my heel and marched down the hallway, up the stairs, and into my room where i tore off my dress and threw it on the bed in a pile.  I shook my hair out of all the pins and counted each one as I took it out.  Finally I wrapped myself in the comfort of my favorite ugly tea gown and stomped into the library.  Thomas looked up, the smile left his face as he saw my expression, “Not the best time, eh?”


“Ask your brother.”  I walked stiffly to the back of the library near the french doors that led to a quiet balcony that hung over the back yard.  I looked out onto the back of Grey House.  There was a small yard with the skeletal remains of a gazebo, a few maples and a short pecan tree.  The trees in the yard seemed normal and friendly, like quiet sentinels.  The trees that lined the property were thickly grown and warped, as if a long ago storm had twisted them around in a rage.  The grass had grown longer than it was in front, woefully neglected.  There was a little table and chairs on the balcony.  They may have once been pretty and decorative when Mrs. Wolfe had been alive, but now they were in a sad state.  The rusted iron had bled onto the stone of the balcony, leaving stains as witness to their mistreatment.  I dropped into the old chair, not caring that my tea dress was now going to be covered in the same stains.  I watched the sun on the horizon as it slid down.  


Chang came out and served me something small and light for dinner along with some warm tea.  He then draped a thick old coverlet around my shoulders against the chill, lit the lamps, and went back inside, all without saying a word or asking what was wrong.  I watched him leave and continued to stare at the sun draining from the sky till it was completely dark.  


At full dark I was finally tired of pouting and thinking up new and exciting ways to physically torture my cousin and got up to return inside.  As I glanced down I saw a pale white form dancing across the back yard.  I watched Jack for a while as he flitted around the yard in what seemed to be a test of endurance.  His ego was the last thing I wanted to feed but I had to admit that he was suprisingly graceful.  Mina and Thomas were almost always graceful in their movements,  Mia in her pale delicate nature and Thomas with his tall willowy stature.  But Jack was at least two inches taller than his brother and was long muscled and generally unkept looking.  When he finally stopped to catch his breath I clapped slowly.  He glanced up at me, still panting and made an exaggerated bow.  He called up, “I'm glad I've amused her majesty and hope that I've perhaps eased her anger at me?”


I leaned over the rail, “No, her majesty is still considering having you drawn and quartered.  What in blazes are you doing, anyway?”


“What's that?  I'm afraid her majesty will have to speak or allow her servant to approach her.”


I rolled my eyes and gestured to the door, “Her majesty will allow her fool to approach the throne on the condition that he behave himself.”


Jack winced at my reply.  He took off from near the gazebo in a long graceful lope, but instead of plunging into the open door and thundering up the stairs he launched himself at the ivy on the side of the house and scaled the wall.  With powerful swipes of his hands he clung to the bricks and climbed all the way up onto the balcony.  He sat on the edge of the thick stone railing with his knees drawn up and a sly sarcastice smile on his face, every inch the puckish hero.  He held up his hand to reveal inch long talons protruding from the ends of his long fingers.  


Grabbing the offered hand I turned it over in mine, examining the inexplicable talons.  They were slightly yellow at the base, but like a cat's were near transparent in places.  I could see the wick near the base and see the blood vessel down the center.  Jack sighed as he stared out over the yard, the moon haunting his features and lighting his yellow eyes, “If I don't limber up first, the change hurts much worse.”


I sat on the rail beside him, staring at the floor, “H-how much does it hurt?”


He shrugged, his back slightly to me, “About as much as taking all your growth spurts as a kid at once.”


“Egad, what about the marks that would leave?” I blurted out without thinking.


Jack smiled a little, “I am lucky enough that it doesn't leave any marks.”  He leapt lightly off the rail onto the balcony itself and started unbuttoning his shirt.  I averted my eyes nervously, rubbing my forehead.  The warm shirt smacked me in the face, covering my head entirely.  Jack always looked like he'd slept in his clothes for days, but he did bathe, so thankfully the shirt smelled only like warm soap and a little bit of a musk that I couldn't quite place.  


I held the shirt in my lap and glanced back at Jack but he was gone.  I looked around and realized in the few moments I had taken to get the shirt off my head he'd managed to get all the way to the ground silently. He was pulling on the vest as he walked towards the gazebo and the dangerously twisted trees.  When he glanced back at me his face had already taken on a much more feline cast and his eyes glowed softly.  I waved to him and he saluted back and headed off into the woods.  


Still holding the shirt I walked back into the library unsure of what to do with it.  About four steps in a I heard a very human scream that slowly became a howl, the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up.  I turned back towards the balcony in a moment of panic when I felt a chill breeze against my neck.  Thomas was watching the windows sadly, “He always screams like that.  It's not a pain you get used to.”


I shuddered and rubbed the goosebumps on my arms.  Thomas smiled, “He trusts you a lot to spend that much time with you before he turns.”


I swallowed past the lump in my throat, “I think I'm going to go and read my lessons for tomorrow in bed, will you ask Chang to bring my dinner to me there?”


“Of course, have a good evening, Maggie.”


By the time the party rolled around, my ring was ready. Thankfully, so was my dress, recently altered so that it was more formal and presentable at a party. The sleeves had been taken off and I was showing more skin now than I had since I was a child. It was delightfully cool, but I felt exposed. The dress was a soft navy with lavender embroidery. Chang had done the altering and it was flawless. The final alterations were done with just hours to spare. 


I teetered on top of the step stool while Chang spread herself on the ground, trying to get the hem just right. I felt like a fancy doll under the concerned ministrations of her owner. At least the hemming was on the bottom of the dress and not around the bodice. During the fitting for that I'd been pricked half a dozen times or more. Chang sat back and nodded at me, so I swished the skirt a little. She shook her head at me and pulled out the pins and re-hemmed it.


"Dress-making isn't a common trait among Jinn, you know," She pulled out another pin with the flourish of stage illusionist. "We can sew if the houses we inhabit demand it. I mean, repairing furniture, making draperies and the sort. But sewing clothes for humans? Never."


"So where do most Jinn get their clothes?" talking kept my mind off of how tired my legs were getting.


"Most of them just create what they want from magic; it's certainly what I do. It's how I make everything for the most part- granted it usually disappears once I forget about it. That would not make a good impression on people if your dress suddenly disappeared in the middle of dinner! However, it doesn't take any skill other than my instant thought. It takes far more skill to figure out how to cut a pattern so it drapes just so," She leaned back and inspected the work. This time the hem met with her approval and she started the process of making the change permanent. "Besides, the house likes you, so it's best this way."


“The house... likes me? The house has feelings?" This was nothing I'd heard of before.


"Feelings, affections, quirks and even a memory. I feel whatever the house does. I can't explain the relationship, it's certainly symbiotic, but it's more than that."


My hands got clammy with nerves. Sometimes it was easier for me to talk to Chang as a woman, but some things are awkward because of the event not because of the person who it happened with. "Is that why you tried... I mean the other night at..."


"When I tried to kiss you?" She smiled at me mischievously and a little chill ran down my spine. I really had grown several years that night. 


"Something like that I suppose, it's quite fond of you, so I am also," She became serious again, "Grey House is alive and it hurts sometimes, never forget that. It has a soul and I share it. It's aware of itself, Maggie, and anything that is aware of itself has a soul."


I mulled over this for a moment as she started tacking down some seams on the underside of the bustle section of the dress. "What about anathemas then? Like vampires and zombies. They seem to be aware of themselves, but we're brought up to believe they have no soul and that's why they suck blood and eat people and all manner of unpleasant things."


"That's a horse of a different color," Chang smiled, getting into the discussion, "Vampires had souls when they were human and so they have them as vampires also- not all vampires are evil. Ghouls are created from the long dead by vampires, usually as a sort of pet or guardian. Usually, they're not really aware of themselves. They may have some memories of who they were and some feelings based on that, but beyond that, nothing. They only react to a basic list embedded in their dusty memories, they can't create new memories and they don't grow and change in personality like a person, or a house for that matter, does. Zombies are usually created by human magicians and most of the time are the same... there. Your dress is complete!"


She stood back from me, clasping her hands and looking at my dress, or possibly my décolleté, with a sense of pride. I turned carefully on the step stool to look in the long mirror in the corner of the sewing room. It was a lovely dress. I squinted at the mirror, trying to see a little clearer, but to no avail. This did not do for an evening of trying to catch information from strangers if I was to be unable to identify them later simply because I had lost my glasses. I turned back to Chang. To my shock he was a he again and wearing a formal black suit with a bright white shirt. It looked very dapper and suited his tall slender frame. He held out a white gloved hand to me, "Mademoiselle seems to have lost something."


I snatched up the spectacles, never having been so glad to see them in my life. All the blood had been cleaned from them and there wasn't a scratch on them. I placed them ceremoniously on my face and the world slipped into blissful focus. You never realize how bad your eyesight is until you put on your glasses after being without for several days. The relief around your temples alone is amazing, but it always feels to me like I'm rediscovering detail in the world. Chang held out a hand and helped me down from the stool, then pulled me close and twirled me. I nearly stumbled, but managed to keep my step as we danced around the room. I'm an awful dancer, Charity tried to teach me but gave up. She said, "You can teach a horse to dance but you can't teach it to be graceful doing it." 


Cornelius chose that moment to arrive, literally, as Chang's suit dissolved back into a maid's dress. The would-be detective walked in the door, bold as you please. 


"Why Maggie, you look..." he paused and turned his head to the side, staring.


“I look..?" I prompted.


"Well, to be honest you look a bit like a big decorated blueberry, but it could be that skirt. Either way it looks smashing on you," he smiled winningly. I just stared at him, as did Chang who seemed torn between defending my honor and dress or laughing. From the look on our guest's face I could tell he didn't mean any harm by his comment and was probably unaware that he'd just said something vaguely insulting. Cornelius, I was beginning to learn, was the sort of person who just regularly stuck his foot in it but was so shame-faced and dear afterwards that you couldn't help but forgive him. It was going to be a fun night. "I didn't know you wore glasses, Cornelius."


He took them off and I noticed the bridge of his nose was turning red, it made the little bit of freckles there stand out, "Oh these, yes, well. Ah, I usually try not to wear them in public, makes me look rather bookish I think. Not the sort of thing that makes a man look respectable in the way a detective needs to look, but I suppose it's just perfect or being a professor."


He made a sour  face and hooked the glasses back behind his ears. Chang sashayed up to him and poked him in the nose playfully, "Oh I think they're terribly becoming on you, sir."


Cornelius's face finished turning colors and he tried to put his hand in his pocket and strike a dashing pose but he couldn't seem to find the pocket. Chang slapped him on the backside as she left. Cornelius made a squeaking noise as he tried to speak, "So, Miss Brookes, where is your, ah, cousin this evening?"


"Jack's already gone out for the night," I walked past him and into the hallway, "Who let you in?"


"The other cousin, Thomas is it? Odd fellow, he kept standing in the shadows I couldn't see him. Is he, by chance a, ah er, vampire to match the other being a werewolf?"


I paused in front of the stairs where Chang had placed my cloak. I shrugged it on purposely avoiding Cornelius's movement to help me into it, "No Thomas is not a vampire! Neither is Jack a werewolf. He's suffering under a curse. Thomas is just," I struggled for a word, "Eccentric.”


"Ah," he didn't seem convinced. I shook my head and walked out the door, not bothering to let him hold it for me. I turned for a moment, making sure he did indeed close it after him and allowed Chang to help me into the rig. Cornelius stumbled after me into the growing evening gloom. It was chillier out tonight than the last I was out. I was glad for the good wool cloak even if it made my arms itch.


During the ride Cornelius tried to make casual conversation, but by that time I was getting very tired of him. It was hard to put my finger on it, but he kept bringing up topics of conversation that were awfully boring. Perhaps they would have interested my cousins, but not me. I'd have liked to know more about his ideas involving detective work, but every time I tried to bring it up he didn't want to discuss it with me. In the end I let him blather on about something involving ice skating, I wasn't really listening. By that time I was engaged in watching the houses pass by. The neighborhoods went through changes as the rig made it's way across town to the richly lit VanBatten house.


It was big and blocky with a dark grey bottom and its upper trim painted white. My first thought was that it looked like a head trauma victim all wrapped up after an accident. There were candles in all the windows and a multitude of people were silhouetted against the long draped windows. I was nervous about entering at first as a maid took my cloak. She had dark blonde hair and looked more at my feet than anything else. I watched her go, thinking how ordinary she was next to Chang and his/her ever changing wardrobe. Even with honored guests Chang still oozed personality. I had never had servants before, but I got the feeling that this was how they were supposed to act in polite society. It made me sad and I wondered if the owners of the house realized that they were missing friends and companions when they snubbed other classes.


Cornelius offered me his arm and I had no choice but to accept. We entered the dining room where the table had been pushed against one wall to allow more room for dancing. The table was covered in little finger foods that could be eaten at leisure and not make a mess of one's clothing. There was coffee, tea and some sort of punch that smelled extremely fruity. I opted for tea and took to trailing after Cornelius. 


The crowd whirled around the room like pinwheels as people danced, caught up on news and flirted. I pointed my ring at passing conversations, but none were terribly interesting. I found that a rather matronly woman dressed in vibrant blue was lying about how much she liked her new son-in-law and that her daughter was absolutely truthful about her love for him. I found people lying about the silliest things from who they had met that afternoon to whether or not their clothing had been imported from Paris. Harmless social lies to keep up with each other, almost as if they were trying to out-fib each other. It was impossible for me to join in the conversations as I seemed to be invisible to them, I suppose that was better than them pointing me out and avoiding me though. Eager for a friendly face, I sidled up to Cornelius to tell him my findings, "I don't think I'll ever understand polite society."


He shooed at me, "That's wonderful and all, Miss Brooks, but I'm not going to be able to talk to the male population with you trailing after me like a nursemaid. They won't want to discuss something so visceral for fear of how it would affect you."


I snorted. Part of me was angry at him for the tone that implied I was inferior, and the other part of me had to agree that the men would not be keen to speak around me. "But the ring?"


His eyes sparkled as he looked at the magical object, "Hmm, would it fit me? I could say that it was slipping off your fingers so you've asked me to keep hold of it," He held his hands, his fingers were long and thin and surprisingly delicate. The ring fit snugly on his pinky. I explained the use of it to him and made my way back to the table of food like a good wallflower.  It would operate regardless of him having no magical ability, and now I was obsolete.


I watched the folks spin past and then felt someone tap me on the shoulder, “Riah!”


“Miss Brookes!  So wonderful to see you again,”  Riah looked impeccable in a jet black velvet coat, grey pants and vest.  His white shirt made his skin almost look a natural color instead of the normal overly pale tone.  “Did you come to see your cousin?”


“My cousin is here?” Jack must have followed us here afterall.  I had a sinking feeling in my stomach.


“Yes, I thought you’d seen her already, she came with my uncle…”  Suddenly my stomach began to twist up.  I guessed it was Charity, only she would be daring enough to come to a party when there was someone out snatching away young ladies’ souls.  We both stood up and I was about to excuse myself when a pretty little red haired girl ran up to Riah.


“Oh Mr. Boltz!  You signed my dance card and I believe it’s your turn!  No running away on us again!”  Riah looked rather stunned as the girl dragged him almost bodily into the dance floor.  I watched for a moment, envious, then remembered I had other things that needed looking after.  I went off to search for Charity.


I found her out on the second floor balcony, sipping wine with some of the men and the other single society women.  I didn’t see Mr. Green, but Charity was easy enough to find.  She let her wine glass sit precariously on the railing.  I grabbed her arm and spun her around, causing her to knock it over.  A gentleman who had obviously not quite been pickled in his alcohol yet caught it, laughing.  “Uh oh, looks like someone’s been caught burning the midnight oil!”


I dragged her off the balcony and into the upstairs hallway, intending to speak with her privately.  I could tell by the red blotches on her cheeks and nose that the glass had not been her first wine that evening.  She raised her hand back to slap me, but I grabbed her wrist and held her there, “What the devil are you doing here, Charity?  I thought you went home!”


She scowled at me and wrenched her arm from my grasp.  She massaged the red marks left by my nails on her wrist, “I was visiting my other cousins, what business is it of yours if Mr. Green asks me to a party while I’m here?”


”It’s dangerous to be here in the city right now, especially here at this house tonight!” I protested.


“You aren’t going to start babbling about that beast again are you, Magdalene?  Elizabeth was terribly worried about your sanity after that,” she put her hands on her hips and looked down her nose at me.  She was wearing some length of heels on her boots since I was normally taller than she was and she was looking at me in the eyes just now. 


“Oh God, Charity, Elizabeth isn’t here too is she?” My stomach turned somersaults again at the thought.


“Of course not.  Really, no one would invite a little wallflower like her to a party like this.  Which reminds me, who invited you?  That awful Jack?” She leaned into my face and I could smell her drink on her breath.


I backed away, hurt, “I came with a friend.  It’s not important, what is important is that you go back to your family immediately.”


“You can’t tell me what to do, mouse,” she jabbed her finger into my sternum with every word.  Charity stood back up and straightened the frothy pink dress she was wearing.  It’s de’collete was even lower than mine.  “You’re just jealous of my beauty and good standing, you always have been.”


“Maybe I have, but that doesn’t mean you should put yourself in danger-“


She walked away from me, turning as she went, “The only danger around here is little girls who can’t tell reality from fantasy.  Do us all a favor Maggie and go home.  You’d make a good nursemaid, but I’m a little old for needing one.”


I watched helplessly as she went back out onto the balcony with her new friends.  Dejected I returned to the party below and wandered out into the garden.  It was brisk out and I felt so alone.  I stared up at the balcony where my cousin was still laughing and carrying on.  Everyone seemed to be having a good time but me.  I could see through the dining room window that Cornelius was still speaking with the some older men now, and Riah was being led around the dance floor by all the young girls around my own age.  


“Maggie, you’re not supposed to be alone.” I was startled by Jack’s voice from the bushes.  


I turned around slightly, hand at my throat, “Jack, it’s not time yet, is it?”


”No, I haven’t actually changed yet.  I’m just hiding under the bushes,” He sounded bored. “I'm not sure what I'll die from first out here, boredom or hunger.”


I could see the desert table from here, “Stay there I’ll be right back.”


 I went inside and loaded up a little plate of all the strange delicacies the VanBatten’s had created for their party.  I grabbed some I recognized, like lady fingers and devil’s food cake, and some things I didn’t even recognize.  I noticed a couple of other ladies staring at me and the growing pile of food.  I smiled, “Growth spurt.”


I took my treasures out into the garden and when no one was looking, snuck into the bushes with Jack.  There was a natural cave made from branches there, probably formed by many years of children hiding in them.  Jack clothes were wrinkled as ever, but he wasn’t wearing a shirt under his vest.  He had mud on his hands and knees and sticks in his hair, but he looked damn proud of himself.  I held out my napkin covered plate and he looked at me strangely.  I whisked the cover off to produce the pile of sweet sticky food to share.


“I knew there was a reason we asked you into our family,” He smiled and began shoving the treats into his mouth, getting sugar and frosting everywhere.  I drowned my sorrows in the wonderful goopy texture of the lady fingers covered in a sweet liquer.  We’d polished off the plate before too long, “Mind going and getting some drink too?  I’m damned thirsty now.”


I nodded and crept out of the bushes slowly, shaking the leaves out of my skirt.  “Am I dry in back?”


I felt a hand patting the bustle and felt myself redden, “Just some sticks stuck, you’re alright now though.”


I happened to glance up at the balcony at that moment and I noticed Charity was gone, I didn’t have time to even get my dander up as I heard a scream from the other side of the house.  I bolted off, hearing Jack call my name faintly as I tore through the startled party guests and to the other side of the house.  I elbowed my way past some burly men who were the first on the scene and burst through the door into the dark unused garden on the other side of the house.  


Someone brought a lantern out as I stumbled through the yard, not heeding the cries of my name.  I saw two pink slippers sticking out from behind a short tree that had been cut into a shape like a child’s top.  I kept running, almost feeling relief and then realizing that there was second set of brown heeled boots next to them.  I screamed Charity’s name and felt someone knock me aside as I rounded the tree and leaned into it, feeling faint. 


Mr. Green knelt gently beside Charity and the other girl’s prone bodies.  They looked like lovely dolls that had been left by a distracted child.  I threw myself down beside Charity, unable to bring myself to touch the emptiness that I knew I’d find inside, but forced myself to.  I took a pulse on both of them and found a slow sluggish beat.  I was too stunned to cry as I backed away from them carefully.  Riah put his arm around my waist and pressed me against him.  I let my head fall on his shoulder, my mind going grey with anguish.  Suddenly I felt the hand in mine clench, “Charity?”


“M-maggie?  Maggie, what's happened to me, I feel so strange.”


I pulled away from Riah and helped her to sit up.  She glanced around herself and burried her head into my shoulder, “No! Make it go away! Make it go away!”


Mr Green stood angrily, “I swear to God that beast will die tonight!  All you able bodied men gather with me!  We'll hunt it down, it can't have gotten far!”


I stared in horror as the men gathered various sharp impliments from the stables and even produced a rifle or two from out of closets.  I didn't know how I was going to worn Jack in time as he hadn't changed just yet and was still hiding in the bushes.  Cornelius leaned down to me carefully, “Ah, Miss Brookes, our friend has left us and I feel that the three of us should probably retire to your home?”


I glanced thankfully at Cornelius and he helped me carry Charity to a waiting cab.  He waved away the other guests citing that I was her cousin and that we would have a physician look after her in a more comforting setting, saying nothing about the death grip that Charity had on my neck now. 


She didn't let me go till we were safely at Grey House and with Chang's help had managed to get her all the way up to the guest bedroom.  She was agitated and kept clenching and unclenching her fists as I tried to assure her that she was safe, “Awful awful eyes.  It was so angry and it wanted to eat me.  It told me it had to eat me or else it's mother would die.”


I looked at Thomas, who was floating just outside the door.  He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair.  Charity griped my hand tightly again, “Please don't leave me, Maggie.  I've never been so afraid in my life.”


I patted her hand as Chang walked up to her and tucked the covers around her comfortably.  He reached out with a finger and touched her forehead gently, “Sleep.”


She promptly dropped into slumber.  “Chang!  What have you done?”


“Easy, miss Maggie, I haven't harmed her.  She needs to rest and gather strength,” he pushed me back down into my chair.


Thomas crossed the floor to stand beside me, “Whatever tried to engulf her tonight wanted both souls, but it wasn't really prepared to consume both at once.  It only caught hers by the coattail as it were.”


“So will she be alright?”


Thomas's face looked grave, “No.  She will fade slower than the others because of how little the creature snared, but just as you can pull a whole bolt of silk through a mouse hole, so will her soul go.  The house will help buffer the strain also, but in time she will succomb.”


“Unless we stop it.” 


He nodded, “Yes, unless we stop it.” 

I was not aware how long we stayed like that, a doctor was called in to examine the girls and the rest of us were sent home.  I wanted to stay with Charity, but Cornelius gently pulled me from Riah and led me towards the waiting carriage.  I watched him give a half hearted wave as we drove off and I tried to return it, but couldn’t find the strength to.

We were silent for a few blocks but finally I spoke, “Why wouldn’t she listen to me, Cornelius?  What could I have said that would have made her listen.”

His voice, normally so boyant even when frightened was dead pan, “What could you have said indeed, Miss Brookes.”

I knew he was right, that I couldn’t have prevented this short of tying Charity up and sending her home in a carriage with armed guard.  However, I didn’t think that would have went over so well with her extended family who had never met me.  I went over in my mind, trying to think of what I could have done differently, but I doubted that anything would have changed the outcome of tonight, there were too many people for all of us to have watched at once.  It was frustrating that two women had been taken, and a personal defeat to me that one was my cousin, but it did prove that Cornelius’s theory worked.

We arrived back at Grey House, the carriage disappearing behind Cornelius as he got out.  He was startled by it’s sudden departure and hurried after Chang and me through the door.  Up in the library Mina and Thomas sat in the chairs near the fireplace, I was startled that they would show themselves to Cornelius.

Cornelius stared at Mina, engrossed in her beauty.  “My lady, I don’t believe we’ve met-“

“Nor would you have if tonight’s victim toll hadn’t been doubled.  Sit.” She answered coldly. 

Thomas sighed and rubbed his eyes.  “Well, what did you all find?”

I heard Jack’s voice from behind the chairs, deep in the shadows, “I found a trail, but it disappeared into vapor.  I’m afraid that I wasn’t changed yet before the girls were taken.  Maggie and I were eating sweets, I failed, I’m sorry Mina.”

Mina waved her hand dismissivly, “It matters little, it’s not like you’d have been any use without being a beast anyway.”

I could see Jack put his ears back dejectedly.  When I spoke my voice sounded strange and loud like I was inside a bell, “But what about the trail you found?”


“I told you I lost it damn it.  I wasn’t fast enough and it disappated,” snapped Jack.

Thomas rolled his eyes, “Yes but what did it look like?  Did it smell like anything? Taste? Touch?  Was there a color in the air?”

Jack scratched his ear, “No, it was the same as always.  A sort of acidic scent mixed with that of the women and then nothing. “

“I did notice something, if I may interject?” said Cornelius.  “Perhaps it’s not important, but I noticed that all the vicitims thus far have been blonde and blue eyed.  They’re all about the same height too.  I was curious when I saw the young ladies in person and I checked my notes tonight and they were all identical in description.”

Thomas frowned, “Well that gives us a little more motive.  Let me go and consult my books to see if I can find what a person would need so many similar victims for, I’m sure there are several reasons…”  

Chang followed Thomas to act as his hands and Mina turned to me, “And you, Maggie, did you find anything with the ring.”

“Oh the ring, no I gave it to Cornelius because I wasn’t able to get anyone to talk to me.  The women were mostly just speaking of day to day boasting.  Little lies to make themselves sound more important.  I tried to stand with Cornelius to get a fix on the men, but we thought that they wouldn’t speak up about their thoughts or where abouts during the abductions while I was there.”

\ “I just said it was too big for her finger and she wanted me to keep it for her if anyone asked why it was there.  No big surprise for a poor Proffessor to flash around the ring a girl’s asked him to hold.  I admit,” he smiled shyly, “I admit I was a bit thrilled to have a working magical device in my hand.”

Mina nodded, “That’s nice, would you like to tell us your findings and perhaps give us back the ring?”

“Oh! Of course, I apologise-“ he looked at his bare hand and went a bit greenish, “Oh, dear.  It ah, seems to be missing.”

I hid my face in my hands, “Oh Cornelius.”

“I’m sorry!  It was there when I was grilling Mr. Marcavey about his weekend ruitine.  Boring stuffed bear of a man that one.  It must still be at the VanBattens, I could go in the morning…” he was checking his pockets again and sighed, “I must have dropped it when all the commotion started.”

Mina leaned against her hand and tapped her forehead with frustration.  Jack shouldered his way between the two chairs, bearing his teeth.  Mina put her hand on his head and gave it an affectionate scratch then shoved him back down, “Steady on, Jack, all is not lost.  Go and run and get my scrying bowl, please.  Let’s see who picked it up so that we don’t have to disturb the VanBattens if we don’t have to.”

Jack lumbered off, giving the frightened Cornelius one last snarl for good measure before he left.  Thomas came around the corner with Chang and a thick black bound book in tow.  He raised an eyebrow at Cornelius cowering in the corner.   “Well, I checked several compendiums and I think the reason behind the identical victims is that they’re trying to bring back someone who fits that description.”

We all stared at Thomas blandly.  He shuffled uncomfortably, “Right, something you haven’t already guessed I suppose.  Well, all the spells I have been looking at on Necromancy require the body, blood and souls, or the death and souls of the sacrifices to bring the dead back.  From the information Cornelius gave us these girls are all still alive, just less healthy than normal.”

“But only because they’re being force fed, right?” I asked.

“No,” said Cornelius, “The factory girl was dismissed from the hospital into the care of her parents after a day.  They don’t have the money to keep here there and no one to keep an eye on her to feed her.  They accepted that she would die and even called in a priest to read her last rites.  However, after all this time, she’s still alive.  She’s lost a lot of weight, but she’s still breathing and her heart is still beating.”

Jack came back in the room, the crying bowl carefully held in his lips.  He handed it gently to Mina and then curled up around her chair.  She poured some fresh water into the bowl and set it down on the little flat table in front of her.  We were all silent as she said the words of power over the water.  She held her hand out to me and I got down beside the table.   Mina grabbed my right hand and made it into a fist with the ring finger extended.  As the cloudiness of the water built, she thrust my finger into the water.  If you’ve ever stuck your finger onto metal during cold weather, it felt much the same.  The cloudiness cleared and I could see a spot on the bare floor of the Vanbattens house.  

Mina instructed the water to go back several hours to when the ring was dropped.  We watched as Cornelius gestured as everyone turned to hear the scream- though there was no sound- and the ring flung off his hands.  The bowl showed the little gold ring with the cheap glass stone laying under a chair for several minutes as people’s feet passed.  Mina sped up the water till it showed a hand picking up the ring.  It was a wide fist with stark black hair on the back, clearly an adult man’s.  The view followed the ring as it was brought up to the man’s familiar face, the moustache twitching over his lip.

“Cephus Green.” Said Thomas slowly as the man pocketed the ring.  

Mina frowned and dismissed the water.  I pulled my finger back and tried to breath warmth back into it.  Mina turned her face to her brother, “Does your friend know any magic by any chance?”

Thomas shook his head, “None that I know of.  I always stayed in practice at the school with my Sight and I never saw anything from him but living normal matter.”

”What about his nephew, Riah?” Jack growled.

Thomas frowned, “I’ve never met the boy…”

I sighed and scratched my head, “I can’t imagine either of them keeping the silly thing.  I’m sure if I send a telegram to Riah he’d be happy to return it tomorrow.”

Mina frowned, “I’d rather not let something like that sit in the hands of someone unfamiliar with magic at the moment.  All it takes is for them to show it to someone who is and they could trace it back to us and it could be the soul-thief who finds us.”

“But none of us fit the vicitms’ descriptions, Miss Woolfe, I think we’d be quite safe,” said Cornelius smugly.  

Mina turned and leaned her head forward toward him.  The firelight caught her hair and lit her face ominously, “And just what would you know about magic and how it works, sir?”

He gulped inched away a little, “Ah, nothing, I suppose you’re right.  I apologize, Miss Wolfe.”

Satisfied that the interloper would now be quiet, Mina eased back into her chair, “How many hours till dawn, Jack?”

Thomas flinched, “Mina you can’t mean for Jack to go fetch it!” 

“There’s plenty of time if I leave now, Thomas.  Just tell me where in the house the ring is, Mina.”  He stretched long and feline against the firelight.  

Mina frowned, “I can’t scry it out because I’ve nothing that’s ever been touched by either of them.  I could scry through the city to their house, but I’d never find the ring before morning.  Better that you search yourself.  You’ll be able to scent Maggie’s magic and retrieve it, I’m sure they’ve long gone to bed after such a raucous evening.”

Thomas gave directions to the house as Chang opened one of the library windows.  I watched Jack climb out onto the ledge and down the side of the house, using the textured brick as hand holds.  

“Well,” Mina rose from her chair and turned her cousin back into the little white dog, “I suppose it’s best if we all get a good night’s sleep now. ”

She followed the dog out of the room without a further word.  Thomas turned to the sleepy looking guest, “Well, Cornelius my bedroom is still made up and I don’t mind retiring to the guest bedroom for the night if you don’t feel up to going all the way back to your apartment?”

Cornelius nodded and followed him out of the room.  I started to go, but stopped and looked at Chang beside the window. I went over and stood by him.  He smiled, “Worried?” 

I nodded at him wordlessly, staring out onto the lawn in the direction that Jack had gone.  “What if he doesn’t get out by the time he turns back?”

“He will, if he can’t get it by near dawn he’ll just leave.  Otherwise he’ll cut it as close as he can and I’ll be waiting with a rig around the corner to pick him up.” 

I was still unsettled by the whole matter. Riah had been a good friend to me tonight and I hated the thought that we were breaking into our house, regardless of our intention to take just what was ours.  “Chang, please have Jack come and wake me up when he returns.  I’ve just got an awful feeling about all this.”

Chang nodded and looked surprisingly sober, “I have a bad feeling about it too, Miss Maggie.  And I couldn’t tell you why.”

I woke the next morning to feeling someone sitting on my bed.  I sat up, startled and found jack curled up on the foot of my bed, human once more.  He looked tired and a little spooked.  “Jack, what happened?  Did you get the ring?”


He tossed it to me in answer then spoke, “Maggie there is something wrong in that house.”

I touched the ring, it was warm from being in Jack’s hand.  The glass stone was scratched, but it was definitely my ring.  “What? What happened?”

He sighed slowly, laying across the bed, “I found the house very quickly and managed to get inside without a problem.  As soon as I went in all the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.”

“That’s a lot of hair.”

He glared at me.  “I entered on the ground floor and tried to catch your scent before whatever was giving me that awful sense of foreboding found me.  I thought I sensed it upstairs and that hair raising feeling was worse up there.  It was like, “He groped for words,” it was like the feeling you get when lightning has struck near you.  Your skin tingles but your sense feel completely numb.  I walked up the stairs and saw into the main bedroom.  Cephus was passed out in there in the bed, but that wasn’t where the feeling was coming from.  I continued down the hall and I found the room where it was emanating from.  I could hear a voice speaking inside, it was Riah.  It said, ‘It’s okay, I’ll make everything right, I promise.  We’ll never be apart again,“ Jack had drawn up his knees to his chest and his voice was muffled around them.  The awful feeling I had continued to grow, “”I have all of them now, and by night I can use it.   All I need is the beast.’”

Jack looked at me, his eyes were haunted.  I grabbed one of his feet, “Jack, did you leave then?”

He looked at the floor, “No I had to know more and I had to get that ring now more than ever.  I hid down the stairs and waited for Riah to leave the room.   He looked as if he was going to bed anyway, so once he went into his own room, I crept in,” he shivered, “Oh Maggie, it was so creepy.  I know what you mean when you said the empty girls frightened you.  In the room was a blonde woman, rather pretty with big brown eyes that just stared into nothing.  There was no one home, Maggie.  As a beast I can use the Sight a little and there was no soul there.  The energy was there, but no soul,” he gulped, “But that wasn’t the part that frightened me the most.  I started hearing voices then.  Crying and wimpering like some small thing in pain.  There was a great big glass jar on the shelf beside the woman, and I looked into it.  I could see the souls floating around in the jar!  They were in terrible pain and fear, so much so that I could feel it just looking at them.  It was impossible to tell which belonged to which girl.  The ring was in the woman’s open hands and I snatched it from them and got out of there as quickly as I could.  The glass in it was scratched when I got to the carriage.  I reckon I hit it in my urgency to get away from that house.  I was lucky I didn’t swallow the damn thing since I carried it partially in my mouth.”

I shook my head, Riah was the soul-thief?  But he was always so kind to me.  “But he doesn’t know who you are, correct? So he won’t come after you?”

Jack shook his head, “No, he doesn’t know.  I’m nearly undetectable as a beast even to magical scrying.  I told all this to Thomas and Mina already, I hope you don’t mind.”

I shook my head, “I’m just glad you’re alright.  They have a lot more experience in this sort of thing that we do I’m sure.”

I rubbed my eyes and saw that Jack was already beginning to fall asleep.  “You go ahead and curl up and sleep, you look done for, I’m going to go and ask them if they need my help.”

I reached over and pulled the coverlet over so it covered him, then fetched my robe and went padding into the hall to find the others.

I didn’t need to go far, I heard voices coming from the door that was at the end of my half of the hallway.  It had always been locked before, so I assumed it was some sort of secondary laboratory like the little room off the library.  The door was cracked a bit and ventured in.  Inside were Mina, Chang, Thomas and Cornelius, already dressed.

“I want to help,” I announced as they turned towards me.  Thomas beckoned me over to the table they were at.

I looked around the room, it was no laboratory, it was a bedroom.  It smelled like very old cologne and spices.  A small bookshelf with locked glass doors was filled with ancient looking books and even a few scrolls.  The bed was pushed up against the far wall and was striped of it’s covers and mattress.  Some armor was neatly displayed on the other end of the wall, dark with lack of care.  The shelves that lined the upper walls were covered in odds and ends, most of which looked like they had a sinister twist to them.

Thomas looked up at where my eyes rested on what looked like a wicked looking fire poker with a rabbit skull on it’s handle.  “Looks nasty doesn’t it?  It’s not.  It’s for heating up  a forge quicker than it would naturally do so.  Grandfather made it for a blacksmith friend of his, but in the end he felt it was to dangerous and kept it.  All the things up there are charmed objects he made, usually with good intentions.  After he died we closed up the room.”

I stared up at the shelves.  Some of the more sinister looking objects frightened me.  So this was where I got my ability with charms from.  But my magic wasn’t that strong, not yet anyway.

Mina smiled and took a necklace from a box, “Ah, here it is.”

She unwound the necklace and showed me the charm.  It looked like a monocle with a flat well polished shard of quartz where the glass would have been.  “This is a focus stone.  I want you to wear it.”

I let her put it around my neck while Thomas explained, “Do you remember when you overloaded the lamp post?  You didn’t just overload that lamp post, you overloaded all of them across the city.”

I was shocked, how could I have done that, I didn’t command that much power.  I’d only recently been able to heat my bath water to a proper degree!  How could I possibly short out all the lamp post gateways in the city?!

Mina continued, “The reason that you always had trouble with your magic is not from a lack of ability, it’s a lack of focus.  You have an extremely large pool of power to use, but only when you’re panicked is your mind able to focus on it.  This is normal in many mages with substantial power, it’s a safe guard written into our biology.  Grandfather knew a spell to remove this safeguard from me and he taught me to control my powers at a young age.  I can’t remove the safeguard from you, I don’t know how, but I can give you this focus he made for me as a little girl before he removed the safeguard.  It should help you to focus your energy and control your spells.”

She pulled out a bracelet with a larger piece of lavender quartz, “And this will be Thomas’s vessel.”

I stared at her, “But Thomas can’t leave the house?”

“He can if he rides in the quartz, thought it will diminish his power greatly.  Quartz has long been used in magic, especially to store things.  He can store himself in here and give you advice and help as you go, even help you to cast spells.”

She put the bracelet on my arm and bade me to hold out my hand, cuff up.  Thomas reached out and touched the bracelet which seemed to absorb himself into it.  I could hear his voice in my ear.  “Do you hear me, Maggie?”

“Yes, I do… I can see you too!”  I could see him standing faintly beside me, but he was so transparent now.

“No one else can hear or see me, you’ll have to relay my messages to Cornelius as we go.”

I looked at Mina, dumbfounded.  “You’re all speaking of going somewhere, but you haven’t told me where we’re going.”

Mina bowed her head towards the table, “We are not going anywhere.  Jack and I will stay here.  You, Chang, Cornelius and Thomas are going to put a stop to this soul-theivery.”

“But, why me?”

“Because you’re the only magician in this house equipped to deal with the outside world,” said Chang gently.  I looked at Mina.  She wouldn’t be able to function if something happened and she was unable to See.  She’d be left truly blind, not to mention her paralizying fear of leaving the house.  Jack couldn’t go, not only was he not a magician he was also exactly what the culprit wanted.  That left Chang, who would not be able to leave the house unless someone the house cared for, and therefore would have an interest in, was there. Thomas couldn’t leave unless another magician carried him in the bracelet, and Cornelius was, well, Cornelius.  

“You’re going to go and ask the Abbess for help if you can convince her.  She has a stake in this also since one of the seven souls is one of her girls,” said Mina quietly.

I nodded and glanced over at our non-magical member.  Cornelius looked surprisingly serious this morning, loading shots into his pistol.  “Well, old girl, let’s get a move on, shall we?”

At least, I thought, he knew how to correctly put the pistols in the holsters.

It was a good hour’s ride to the Abbess’s little church.  Cornelius was right, it was not a neighborhood that you wanted to see in broad daylight.  We pulled up the carriage in front of the side entrance. We  went up to the door and gained entry via a pretty woman with dark red hair who gave us a bland look.  She locked the door behind us and led us to where the Abbess held court.

It was a comfortable room covered in rich reds and purples.  Silk draperies hung from the windows, spilling partially over velvet couches.  The Abbess entered, wearing a slinky black dress that was some sort of night gown, “Maggie, Chang, what brings you here at this hour?”


Chang looked at me then related the tale to her.  By the end her face was dark with anger, “A little boy doing all this?  No wonder we didn’t suspect.  We were all looking for an adult.  Let me get dressed and find someone to supervise while I’m away.”

Cornelius looked shocked, “You’re going yourself madame?”

She gave him a quizzical look, “Of course, that thing has one of my girls.  I’ve sworn to protect all that find sanctuary here so long as they are willing to work for me.  I have a debt to her.”

We waited in comfort, but were restless.  Cornelius pacing, Chang would not stop shaking his foot, and I played with my ring, trying to figure out the extent of the damage.  I aimed it at Cornelius, “Lie to me.”

He rolled his eyes, “I am secretly a gorgeous woman.”

The ring stayed warm.  Cornelius protested, “Wait! I swear I’m lying!”


Chang smiled, “Oh I don’t know, a little rouge a nice dress, some breasts-“

Cornelius turned a vibrant red.  I shook my head and turned to Chang, “Well the lie part is broken, I wonder if the mirror component still works?”

Chang lobbed a simple floating witch light spell at me.  I held up the ring and it bounced back at him, disappearing as it touched his chest.  “Well, that part works, but it’s weak, I wouldn’t trust it against any heavy magic we’re about to encounter.”

I nodded and looked up as the Abbess re-entered the room.  She was wearing men’s clothes with her hair pulled back into a long thick braid.  She had two pistols stuck into holsters and tight leather pants.  Cornelius stared at her in shock.  She smiled, “I took some time to visit out west and I found that men’s clothes work better when you plan on getting your hands dirty.”

The carriage drove itself up to the curb, leftover drunks staring at it in bewilderment.  Nighthawk stood beside it, listening to the Abbess’s final instructions, “If those blasted Pinkerton detectives come round again asking about the body they found, remember to act  menacing like you don’t speak English.  They’re terrified of you.”

Nighthawk gave her a sly smile and nodded, “Happy Hunting, Abbess.”

He shut the door and turned away, off we went toward an uncertain future. 

The house stood quietly in the middle of a nice area of town not far from Grey House.  We snuck down the alley and peered through the fence to the back entrance of the house.  I looked at Chang, “Do we have any sort of plan here?”

Chang shrugged, “Not really.”

Cornelius thought a moment and looked at the house, “I think I know the layout of this type of home, I’ve had a few students that live in them.  There’s one big parlor and a dining room and kitchen on the ground floor, then one flight up will be a stair to the left of the front of the house.  There’s two bedrooms on the far side of the stair, and one bedroom and a bath on the near side,” apparently he’d learned his lesson about angering female magicians and turned to look at the Abbess, “Where do you think he’s likely to be?”

Abbess frowned and squinted up at the house, all the blinds were tightly drawn, “I would guess either the attic or the basement, but I can’t be sure.”

“What if we run into big man Green?” asked Cornelius.

“We shoot him,” the Abbess smiled and patted her holster.  Cornelius turned pale, apparently shooting a beast in the dead of the night was much easier than shooting a human protecting his home.  

Thomas looked at me and shook his head.  I related his words to the rest, “Thomas says that most likely Cephus has no magic and therefore is only a physical threat.  He says that I should be able to knock him out with a spell he can help me perform.”

“and if he has a gun, what then?” asked Abbess, frowning.

Cornelius patted his holster cheerfully, “Then we shoot him.”

We shuffled across the lawn in the shade of the house.  The fence was huge with towering trees on either side of the back of the house.  The neighbors, if they were even home, showed no signs of being awake.  I felt ridiculously obvious in my dress and longed for men’s clothing like the Abbess.  The turning point was tripping over my own hem and ripping a hole where the skirt attached to my bodice.  I made a mental note to steal some of Jack’s old pants if we all survived this.

Cornelius was elected to open the door, which was ominously unlocked.  As he turned the knob the whole building suddenly dissipated.  Around us were more huge trees and in the distance were grassy hills instead of the houses and city that were supposed to be there.  Riah came out of from behind one of the trees, wearing only his pants, which were rolled up to his knees.  He was shoe-less and pushing a pretty woman with honey blonde hair into the clearing we stood in.  He smiled at us.  “Welcome, friends, I wasn’t sure how many of you would come, but I figured that enough of you would to make this interesting.”

He flicked a hand casually at the Abbess, who was preparing to launch some sort of spell at him.  She jerked once and fell to her knees, then onto her face in the grass.  Cornelius shouted and took a shot with his gun.  The shot went wide and with another gesture, Riah sent the gun sailing across the forest, then sent Cornelius smashing into a tree trunk.  Chang pushed me off behind a tree, trying to protect me from a similar fate.  A huge vase appeared, filled with some sort ephemeral glowing mass that moved and moaned with it’s own macabre life.  TO my horror I realized that this was the soul jar that Jack had been talking about.  I stared at it, knowing that the Abbess’s soul was in there somewhere.  Riah patted the jar, “Pity she was a blonde, the spell is set to blondes.”

I gulped, Thomas looked at me, “Maggie, I think only you can stop him now, you have to try.  None of what you’re seeing is real, you’re still in the house, but he’s changed how you see so that all you see is this forest.  You’ve got to do something  Chang’s helpless and so are Abbess and Cornelius, “ I looked over at the Jinn and saw his face twisting in pain, unable to move.  His skin was light green and pointy ears stuck out through his thick black hair.  Riah moved up to stand in front of him, touching the Jinn’s face.  

“You’ve over stepped your boundaries, sir or madame.  I’m afraid bearing your fangs at me won’t do a thing for you.  Be gone from here.” He waved his hand and the Jinn disappeared, screaming.  In the jar I saw the Abbess’s soul fully form.  Her power was great even without her corporeal form.  Riah smiled at her, “Ah, madame, I suppose you want to know what I want with you.”

The Abbess-form nodded solemnly.  He looked around, his eyes were a warm brown now, “This was once my home.  I lived here with my Aunt and Uncle.  We were happy.  I was happier then than I ever had been before.  I am not the son of my Uncle’s sister, I am merely an orphan, abandoned and given from hand to hand till I finally stumbled into Aunt Elly in the street one day.  She took pity on me and took me in, fed me, gave me clothes and a home.”

I stubbed my toe on something hard and metallic.  I bit my lip to keep from crying out and looked down to see Cornelius’s pistol.  I picked it up and saw that it was still loaded and ready to shoot.  I didn’t have much experience with anything but squirrel guns but if you’re close enough and your target is large you can’t help but hit it.  

Riah frowned.  “But then one day, my aunt just collapsed on the floor and started shaking and having an apoplectic fit,” his eyes filled with tears, “And after that her soul was gone.  She never spoke and she never seemed to have another thought.  I took care of her feeding her, bathing her, doing all the things she’d done for me in the short time she’d known me,” He began to shake with anger, “And that fool of a man wanted to let her die!  He wanted my mother to die because it was too hard for him to care for her when he wanted to move on and be free with other women.  So I erased his memory of her being alive, whenever he looked in her room, he was filled with a compulsion to leave.  We went back to the city to look for a new home near a library that would have the books I needed to find a spell to return her.

I didn’t find exactly what I was looking for, so I took some necromancy spells and altered them as I saw fit.  All the end spell calls for is a final true death sacrifice of a cursed soul and it will be complete.  You, Madame, were just a boon.”  He smiled that sweet stunning smile that I’d lingered over that day in the park.

Abbess’s words were slurred and sounded like they came out of deep hole, “But you haven’t that final piece.”

“I’ve been watching the beast since the first time that he came sniffing around one of the bodies.  It was pure coincidence that time at the opera, but I knew he was no were-creature.  I assumed that he was a cursed soul, and I became obsessed with finding him.”  Riah stretched and snapped his fingers.  I balled my hands up in my mouth to keep from crying out, Thomas’s anguished cries echoed in my ears alone.  Jack appeared, in his human form, trussed up like a Christmas turkey beside the younger boy.  Riah gave Jack’s body a poke with his bare toe, laughing, “I had a hunch that Jack Woolfe was the beast after I heard about the gruesome death of his grandfather, but I couldn’t be sure.  When I felt Miss Brookes overload the lamp posts, I knew that Mr. Woolfe and his sister had not left the house in years.  I decided to try and capture the beast by letting Miss Brookes be attacked by that awful Ambrose.  He really wasn’t intending on hurting her, and if he had I’d have probably have evicerated him too.”  Jack raised his knees to try and trip Riah in a last attempt at causing pain to his enemy, but he only received a kick in the stomach for his efforts.  He coughed heartily around his gag, “A pity, he’s almost as pretty as I am, but he’s not as smart.  All I had to do was send an image of poor Maggie looking forlorn and he came running, thinking she was in trouble.  The others were slow in getting here so I had plenty of time to truss him up before.  So now you both know your fates, are you satisfied?”

”I am most certainly not satisfied.” I said, slipping newly gotten gun into the rip of my dress.

Riah looked shocked to see me, “Miss Brookes, I thought they’d leave you at the Abbess’s, this is far to dangerous to send an inexperienced child into.”

I drew myself up to my full height proudly, “You’re no older than me and yet you say I am an inexperienced child?  What right have you to judge?”

“I have seen much more than you give me credit for, Miss.  An orphan’s lot is not an easy one,” He smiled, “Plus the accidental over taxing of the street lights were a clue as to your abilities.”

I sighed, “Riah I trusted you.  Will you now dispatch me like you did the poor Abbess and my friends?”

He looked stricken, “Even if I could I wouldn’t.  Miss Brookes, I wanted to ask for permission to come courting you, but how could I with all this going on,” he reached up and touched my face gently, “When I first saw you, I thought you beautiful, but it wasn’t until you spoke your mind that I fell in love with you.  You’re so much more intelligent than any of those other woman, and so kind.  But I do not deserve you if I was going to take your cousins’ lives, but you must see that I have to do this.  I must make her whole again.”

I looked at the vacant woman in the chair, “Her soul is already passed on and surely from how you speak of her kindess she must be in Heaven.  What makes you think she wants to come back to an awful world like this with it’s factories and workhouses?”

He spun around to look at her and in that split second I took my shot.  I didn’t shoot Riah, who was probably expecting it.  I shot the vase.

“NO! What have you done?” he lashed out at me with pure power before Thomas was ready with the containment spell.  In automatic defense I shielded with my hand and braced myself. 

The impact sent me crashing down onto the ground, dazed, the formerly grassy ground now looked like a normal kitchen tiled floor.  I shook the fog out of my eyes and felt someone slowly lifting me to a sitting position.  Chang was grinning proudly at me, “Well done, I honestly didn’t think we’d get out of that one.”

My right ring finger was burning terribly, I shook it and saw to my horror that the ring had melted slightly on my hand,  Chang produced water and I stuck my hand in it, cooling the ring imeadiately.  I stared at it, it was going to be a permenant part of my finger if we didn’t clip it off soon.  Either way I was going to have a ring shaped scar there for the rest of my life.  I looked around, dazed.  

Jack looked exceptionally angry, he was still trussed up like a Christmas turkey.  I laughed for a moment at him, then looked around, “Abbess and Cornelius?”

I struggled to my feet and found the bodies of my two friends lying on the ground near Riah.  Abbess was slowly stirring, but Cornelius wasn’t moving at all.  I left her to Chang and flung myself over to the would-be detective.  One of his lenses was smashed and his spectacles hung down from one ear.  He didn’t look like was breathing and there was blood on his lips.  I touched him and was dismayed by all the internal injuries he had sustained, I wasn’t sure that even with all the power I supposedly had that I would be able to heal him.  I grabbed the focus in one hand and threw myself into the Healing.  

My power was certainly greater than before, broken bones set themselves and bleeding ebbed as the walls breeched by the broken bones were restored.  However, there was so much trauma and bleeding that it didn’t look like I was going to be able to help in time.  I could feel Thomas trying to help me, but he was already so weak from being away from the house.  Then I felt more power rushing in like a cold crisp wave and felt the Abbess join her Power with mine.  With all three of us together we were able to repair all the major damage before he bled himself out.  

Cornelius blinked at us, uncomprehending.  He took of his glasses and stared at them sadly, “These were brand new too.”

Abbess threw her arms around him and planted a kiss on his lips.  He turned bright red and stared at her, then stopped her from doing it a second time, “Madame, my bones appear to be still knitting from my ordeal and as much as I’d love for you to do that again, I’d beg you to be more gentle if you do.”

The Abbess laughed and did as he asked.  Chang picked him up easily as Cornelius looked at the ground, shocked, “How the devil did we get here, how the devil are you picking me up?”

Chang’s features suddenly transmuted into decidedly female ones, “Oh Mr. Cornelius, please, you are the hero of the hour.  It was your pistol that shattered the vase- granted it was Miss Maggie wielding it.”  

I was certain Cornelius would have protested somehow but he was too shocked at Chang’s abrupt sex change.  

I walked over to Riah’s body, he was still breathing, slowly and steadily  Jack , now freed, flipped him over with his foot.  There wasn’t a scratch on him.  Angrily Jack started to kick him, but I stopped him, “Don’t.  He has enough problems.”

“How can you pity this boy who tried to kill your family?” he snarled.

“Because he did it for love and it was all he knew how to do.  Aren’t there people in your own life that you’d bring back if you could?”

Jack looked pained and turned away.  The Abbess walked over and grabbed Riah by the hair turning his head towards her, “Oh darling, have I got some fun planned for you.”

Two Weeks later

“She says she’s so sorry for what a horrible person she’s been and she wants to stay with us for a week,” I read Charity’s letter over afternoon tea.

“No, absolutely not.”  Glared Jack.

Thomas shrugged, “I have to agree, I think she needs to spend more time with her family.”

I nodded, “I’m sure she’s changed her tune but not her ways, I’ll write back and say we’re far too busy this year.”

A lovely older Chinese woman with blue eyes shuffled into the room.  Her clothes and umbrella melted away in the Chang’s female form.  She smiled, “Good afternoon.”

Jack glowered, “Well?  Has he woken at all?”

Chang shook her head and warmed her hands by the fire.  Outside it was white with the winter’s first snow storm.  “Not yet, but eventually he will.  The Abbess and Mrs. Nattington have put strong coercions on his mind so that when he wakes he’ll be as powerless as Cornelius.  He’ll spend the rest of his life in that asylum for Mr. Ambrose’s murder.”

“Mrs. Nattington got involved?  I hadn’t heard of him taking an interest in, well, anything since before father died.” Said Thomas.

Chang frowned, finally warm, “Riah is more powerful than anyone I’ve ever encountered.  Usually female magicians are the most powerful, rarely have I heard of a male having such abilities.  He’s a danger from being that unbalanced and so they’ve dealt with it accordingly.”

“And his aunt?” I asked offering Chang a cup to warm her hands on.

“Same as she ever was.  He’ll be allowed to take see her when he comes to.  But until then the nuns are very gentle in taking care of her.  Mr. Green still has no memory of her and has announced his decision to live abroad.”

“Wise.” Said Thomas. 

The conversation turned to other, happier conversations, such as how long the relationship between Cornelius and the Abbess would last before she got tired of his foolishness and gave him the boot.  The other topic of interest was my first letter from my sister.  I was deeply disappointed but she wasn’t going to be able to come home for a while.  She’d found evidence that my parents had been taken into the Himalayas and so was traveling there to continue searching.  She also added that she and Jefferson were quite well, and that her hurt hand that I had asked about previously was from a minor debacle with an ill tempered imp.  I wanted to write her and tell her all that was happening here, but the letter would have been too thick to send.  Instead she suggested that I begin to keep a diary, and so I have. 

