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Chapter One

“This will never fly.”

“Of course it will fly, it’s a dragon,” I snapped.

I was too busy to be polite, okay? This was my first time making a dragon all by myself, and my uncle’s soul forge was way different than my dad’s. I had to double check everything, and be very careful not to wake up the sleeping pigeon. I was pretty sure my uncle’s sleeping potions had been out of date.

Chain of serpent essence symbols that go past the tail. Fire invocation goes here. Air invocations here, quarter-sized. Better double up on the wing sigils to be safe. No, triple. My orange hair flopped forward over my eyes, and when a quick puff upwards didn’t help, I put my stylus down and pulled my hair back with my hands, loosening the rubber band scrunchie and then fastening it back again to keep my hair back in a ponytail where it belonged and out of my face.

Now, one last little touch. I’d upped the flying sigils, so added a few extra lines and symbols my dad had discovered to make sure the dragon would be able to handle any amount of extra power.

Hands clasped behind her head, lost in hair that the sunlight made flicker exactly like flame, Lisa gave me a literally diabolical smirk and corrected, “No, I mean the town will never let a little girl run the soul forge.”

I rolled my eyes, and tapped the symbols around the splayed out, unconscious pigeon in order, making sure I’d gotten them all. I’d drawn the most advanced containment I knew to make sure this didn’t fail. “Of course they will. Who else can operate it? Do they want to run Goblita without a bioengineer? Are they going to bring in a thermal engineer to try and operate the forge? Or a tablet scribe? Those think they can do everything. I’d love to watch them try, especially if I have a bowl of popcorn. Besides, you said it’s legally mine.”

Lisa nodded her head, her glowing, slit-pupiled pink eyes closing for a moment and her curving black horns… not doing anything, really, except catching my attention. Her thin, spade-tipped tail flicked to one side, then the other, swishing her short, lavender dress. Her little red mouth pursed tight, then smiled, then parted in a fangy grin. “That’s what Leo told me, and that’s what the will says. Your family gets the house and belongings, you specifically get the soul forge.”

Me, I scowled some more and gave the whole arrangement one last lookover. It all seemed right. “And I’m the only member of the family here, so the house is mine until Dad decides what to do, which will be weeks at least. When he finds out I’m running the forge, I bet he’ll let me keep going. He trusts me. I’m a prodigy!”

“So you’ve mentioned,” she snickered, kicking a hoof in the dust.

I stuck my tongue out at the thirteen-year-old demoness. She was about to see.

Opening the hatches on either side, I reached in, took hold of the green, shiny, uncomfortably hot, fist-sized soul fragment in the center, and lifted it up to touch the leads.

Exhaustion hit me like a hammer. I dropped the crystal from numb fingers, letting it float back to the center of its containment chamber. Pulling an arm out, I propped my elbow against the top of the forge, and wheezed.

Seconds later, a long tail with a crest of spikes and a fan of iridescent feathers around the sides flicked past my face. Oops. I’d missed watching the transformation!

The newly forged dragon sat up on the altar (Dad and I hated that mystical-sounding word, but it was official terminology) and cocked its head from side to side, looking around the forge chamber.

Lisa leaned back against a tool rack, trying to sneer condescendingly, but her glowing eyes were fixed on the dragon. Oh, yeah, she was impressed. Sarcasm mixed with cautious awe as the little demon asked, “Isn’t it supposed to be pigeon-sized?”

“I overdesigned. Prodigies don’t do anything halfway,” I replied airily, as if I’d planned this.

I had definitely overdesigned. No question there. The dragon was as big as me. Of course I was exhausted, if I’d supplied the power to build that with only a pigeon’s puny soul fragment. If I didn’t have the magic capacity of a whole squad of regular adult mages the spell would have failed and I’d have hurt myself.

Still trying to pretend this was deliberate, I lurched over to the study table. I kept my back to Lisa to hide my pulling the rolled-up letter out of the collar I’d had waiting, and slipping it into a much bigger collar. Then, grandly and hopefully not wobbling in front of my ex-uncle’s sardonic house guest, I strolled up to the dragon and fastened the collar around its neck.

“You know how to find my dad, right? Our house up at the lake? You’ve delivered messages before?” I asked the long-nosed, sharp-toothed, half-reptile half-bird.

It made a deep, stuttering coo noise, and nodded. The intelligence boost had worked perfectly! The dragon was a success. Just, um… an extra success.

I gave Lisa a glance. For all her sassy wordplay, she didn’t hesitate a second to actually help, unlocking the window and sliding it up and open. My brand new dragon hopped off the altar, flapped wings wide enough they knocked a dozen small tools off of shelves in the process, and glided over to the window ledge. It had to tuck in its wings tight and wriggle through the gap to get out, but as soon as it succeeded, it leaped upwards and out of sight into the sky.

I wiped perspiration off my forehead with the back of my wrist. When that just left both wrist and forehead wet, I picked up an old, stiff rag stained with who knew what and mopped my forehead with that.

Lisa pulled her tablet out of her wristband, and rubbed her thumb over one of the lines near the top. The dots and dashes lit up, and as she waved the tablet around, the tools my dragon had knocked over floated back to their original places.

“Thanks,” I told her. My strength was coming back, but I definitely wanted to lean against this writing table for another minute.

She shrugged languidly. “I have to give my new host a reason to keep me here.”

“I wouldn’t kick you out. If Uncle Leonard wanted you to stay, you can stay,” I promised.

Lisa frowned. Her mouth twitched to the left. It twitched to the right. She stared at me, head slightly tilted. Slowly, nose pinched up and voice gravely with confusion, she said, “You’re… a… nice person and I like you, Artifact.”

“Just call me Art, please,” I begged.

“Humans need liquid after working hard. Let me go get you some orange juice,” the demoness offered.

Smiling, I admitted, “That sounds like a super great—”

A knock on the door interrupted me. A loud knock.

“That’s the business door, not the front door,” noted Lisa. She hooked her tablet back onto her wrist, gave her hair a little flick, tugged at her skirt, and stood poised with one tiny hoof in front of the other, instantly perfect. I’d known her all of twenty-four hours, but was there something stiff about all that? Like this was training, not natural pride?

Abandoning all hope of liquid refreshment, I headed for the door into the office. My soul forge, my office, right? This was what I’d wanted!

And I did. With every step a little fizz came back. My first customer as a bioengineer!

Lisa swept past me. No, strutted, chin held high, passing through the dim office and reaching the door to the street several paces ahead of me. As formal as a butler, she took hold of the latch and gave me a questioning look.

I nodded.

Lisa opened the door.
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Chapter Two

The glare of another bright, sunshiny day in Goblita poured in, nearly blinding me. On the sidewalk, framed in that golden glow, stood a teenage witch.

Had to be a witch. Had to be. She was maybe two years older than me, maybe, in a single piece, ankle-length black dress. Shiny black, tied at the wrists, with little charms and pouches hanging from what might technically be a rope belt, but was also a shiny black, a choice of style rather than poverty. Tied up in fancy braids, her burgundy hair went right down to the roots, and since she probably hadn’t been bioengineered at her age, that meant high-quality hair care potions.

She was pretty, a round-cheeked pretty rather than Lisa’s inhuman heart-shaped face, and knew it. The burgundy-haired stranger looked down at me with a haughty scowl, and managed to carry the huge black satchel at her side with regal ease. “I’m here to see the bioengineer. Fetch him, please,” she ordered.

Lisa’s butler formality melted into natural insouciance. She shrugged a shoulder, spilling her dress off of it and giving me a peek at the black, jaggedly pointed magic circle tattooed on her back. Pointing a thumb at me, she told the stranger, “That’s her. You saw the dragon, right? She made it.”

I nodded, grinning with pride. The stranger and Lisa might have all the attitude, but I got results.

The burgundy-haired girl looked me over, really fully noticing me for the first time. She looked at Lisa, and then back at me.

My pride fizzled into embarrassment. I knew exactly what I had to look like right now. For starters, I was filthy with dust. My supposedly strawberry-blonde but actually orange hair would be matted, curly, and escaping the pigtail in individual spirals. My overalls were old, worn, and stained, and the simple white undershirt underneath blotchy with sweat. I had on sandals, and while so did the girl at the door, mine were crude and worn, and hers were laced up her ankles in spirals of golden thread. Oh, and I hadn’t taken off my goggles.

So I was very, very surprised when the girl was the one who suddenly flashed an awkward smile. Setting down her huge, rectangular satchel in the doorway, she used that as an excuse to turn her face away and mumble, “Sorry. It’s just, this is a really big day for me. I’m here to get my familiar.”

Yep. I knew it. Witch!

Still, a familiar… I mean, whew. That was a lot more than a messenger dragon, or even upgrading somebody’s livestock. I knew how to do it, but… honesty forced me to say, “This will be my first time making a familiar. I’ll understand if you want to go down to Lady Angel instead.”

The girl’s eyes went wide, and she exclaimed in a hurry, “No! I’d rather it be done today. I’m sure you can do it. I did see the dragon, and I’m impressed.”

She started to give me a glowing, admiring smile, only to interrupt it with a little jerk and another hurried exclamation. “Oh, and my name is Rhubella. Please, call me Ruby.”

Who doesn’t like praise and being admired? I grinned up at her, and held out my hand. “Call me Art.”

“I’ll be happy to,” she assured me. Taking my hand in hers, which felt calloused despite the faint slickness of skin care lotion, she lifted my knuckles to her lips and gave them a quick kiss.

A very quick kiss. Downright absentminded, an act of formality hurried through, honoring some witch rules I would never understand. Still, I hurriedly brought the subject back to business. “Did you bring a soul fragment?”

“I did,” she promised. Reaching into the neckline of her dress, she pulled out a necklace and fairy-shaped locket. Opening the locket to reveal its padded interior, she drew out a tiny green crystal shard, and held it out to me.

All of which was a wise and responsible way to protect and deliver something as valuable as a soul shard. Especially one like this. My eyes went wide looking at the thing in my palm. It was a good half the size of my pinkie fingernail. That was almost as big as a soul shard from a human! If she’d bought it, it had cost a fortune. If she’d harvested it… well, all the candidates were seriously magical creatures.

Ruby wasn’t done, either. Kneeling down, she pushed down the fabric sides of her satchel with, if anything, more care than she handled the soul shard. Out of it she pulled a wickerwork box lined on the inside with burgundy cushions.

On the cushions slept a fluffy black cat.

I threw up my hands. “Professional responsibility requires me to warn you that turning a pet into your familiar is something most people regret. The animal keeps its memories and personality, and what is charming in a pet can be counterproductive and downright annoying in an assistant. Do you really want to give your cat the ability to open its own food containers and rely on it to use your tablet for you?”

“Yes,” she answered emphatically, voice a touch hoarse and face turned away, looking into the cat carrier. She fiddled with the locket, and to my surprise it opened up on the other face as well. I couldn’t even see what she pulled out until she held it up in one hand for me. “And I brought this.”

A tiny green sequin sat in her palm, twinkling with its own internal light.

Holy smokes, that was a piece of her own soul fragment.

I wheezed in shock. “That’s black magic!”

Calm, distant, still looking at the cat and not at me, Ruby said, “Not if it’s my soul and I give it to you of my own choice.”

How did she even get a piece of her own soul fragment??? Okay, no. Back to Earth, Artifact. Back to being a professional bioengineer.

Professional bioengineerly, I warned her, “You are aware of all the consequences? You will affect each other’s health. Your familiar’s life will be extended drastically. If you regret this decision, you’ll be stuck with it for decades. It’s actually possible the cat will outlive you.”

“I hope so,” Ruby murmured.

That made me bend down and look in the carrier. The fluff had made me miss it, but the cat was so thin as to be almost skeletal, with patchy fur around the face and loose skin that puddled around it. This was an old, old cat. So old that it might not survive a trip down to Lady Angel to find a regular bioengineer who might refuse to do this not-quite-black-magic anyway.

My heart melted. “Bring her into the forge,” I instructed. Plucking the glittery little piece of Ruby’s soul fragment from her hand, I placed it and the larger, dead soul fragment in Lisa’s hand. “Hold these please, assistant.”

Lisa tilted her face down a couple of inches so she could give me a sardonic Look, but at least it was an amused and friendly sardonic Look. She cupped her other hand over the little shards of life with all the care I could ask for, and carried them from the dark office into the workshop.

Ruby scooped out the cat with exquisite tenderness, holding the drugged and sleeping feline to her chest as she stepped inside. She blinked, and said automatically, “It’s hot in here.”

I snapped my fingers. Uncle Leo had liked magical lamps. They all turned on. A hiss sounded from somewhere inside the house, as an ice elemental hurrying to catch up with the heat stirred the air with a faint but so very welcome chill breeze. Somewhere upstairs, music started to play. I hadn’t tried to aim the spell.

It was actually the only spell I knew, that I could cast personally and spontaneously without equipment like a tablet or soul forge. Spontaneous magic tended to, um, overcharge when I used it. It wasn’t a fancy spell, either. That wasn’t the point. The point was that I had just supplied the power for every appliance in the house personally, and showed no sign of feeling the strain.

Ruby noticed. Ruby was impressed. Her back straightened a little with new confidence, and she followed Lisa into the forge.

That left me to nudge Ruby’s satchel inside and close the door, but I tried to do it professionally. It gave me a few extra seconds to enjoy the air conditioning. I’d deliberately left that off thinking I might need all the strength I had today, but… I guess I’d just felt like showing off.

When I got into the forge, Lisa was disappearing through the door into the house, but she’d left the soul shard and living soul speck in the secure, covered bowls on the bench where they belonged.

Me, I got busy. Starting with an actual living animal instead of making one from scratch would make this much easier, but I still could not afford even one mistake. I checked the soul forge, twiddling its cage layers, rubbing my thumb over spots on the sigils, made sure the wires were firmly connected. I refreshed all the reagents in their holders on the altar. I got my pen and made a lot of rough sketches of how I could go about this, then copied a few of those onto the altar itself with my stylus.

Retrieving the larger soul shard from the jar, I laid the little green glass-like flake in its depression in the center of the altar, and patted it. “Place the cat here.”

Like pouring the world’s most precious oil into a bowl, the burgundy-haired teenage witch slid her fluffy black cat out of her arms and onto the stone surface of the altar. Barely audible, she whispered, “You’ll feel better soon, Sophie.”

Fast asleep, no doubt from a potion Ruby had made herself with love, the cat lay completely still. Only the subtle movements of its chest confirmed for me that it was alive.

Ruby stroked the cat’s ears once, then stood back up straight, and gave me a weak, curious smile. “I guess you’re new in town?”

What could I say to that? The truth? That my parents had sent me to Goblita to live with my dad’s favorite brother Uncle Leonard, because I could get a much better education in the city? That I’d shown up yesterday at Uncle Leonard’s door only to have it opened by a demoness my age, who informed me that Uncle Leonard had died two days before and left me everything in his will?

It would have helped if I had any idea who Lisa was, why she had been living with my Uncle Leonard, or indeed if anyone had ever breathed a word to me about Lisa’s existence.

At least I barely knew Uncle Leonard. Writing the letter to Dad that his brother was gone had not been fun to do. Now it was on its way. At least it would arrive with word that his prodigy daughter was safe and sound and finally doing bioengineering for real.

I settled for an honest, “Yeah, but I’m Goblita’s new bioengineer from now on. It’s exciting and nerve-racking at the same time.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” Ruby said, subdued but sure sounding sincere.

The door into the house flipped open. Lisa skipped in, hooves clicking on the hard floor, holding a glass of orange juice in both hands, which she held out to me.

A chilled glass, I found out as I picked it up. “Oh, bless you,” I told her before taking a long, long drink.

Lisa just grinned as I chugged.

When the glass was completely empty I handed it back, wiped my mouth on my sleeve, and with renewed energy declared, “Let’s do this.”

With all the lights on, the workshop looked… still dusty, but a lot more technical. Dozens of curiously shaped tools hanging on racks or sitting on shelves. Bottles of cleaning fluid and oils. Lead balls and a heating stick to use in repairing or modifying the soul forge. Lots and lots of papers from the notes of previous creations, mostly bound into book covers and stacked on shelves of their own. And the gleaming cage of bronze, silver, and copper that was the soul forge, a cage not of bars but of very precisely shaped metal symbols, all surrounding the cavity that a honking big soul fragment floated in. You couldn’t harvest fragments this big. You couldn’t make an animal big enough, powerful enough, to have a fragment anywhere near soul forge quality. You could only find them, usually in dungeons, or in the rubble after an earthmover attack.

I took up my stylus again, and drew symbols. Lots of symbols. Sophie didn’t need to be bigger, but she needed to be smarter, with human intelligence and usable hands. That latter took great precision, but I had that design memorized and checked my uncle’s notes three times to be sure. She would need magic of her own, as well as linked to Ruby’s. I laid out a whole network to make sure that vitality would never overflow, but mix back and forth depending on how much each of them could handle.

“I don’t recognize these,” commented Lisa, tapping a symbol I used several times.

“Because only three people in the world know them. Me. My dad who developed them. The Dollmaker, who consults my dad for research,” I answered distantly. Dad always said I would be Dollmaker someday, but now was not the time to get distracted.

I kept writing. I checked notes. That was embarrassing, since I wanted to seem like I knew what I was doing for a job this important, but being competent was more important than looking competent.

Finally. There were only two steps left. I very cautiously opened the cat Sophie’s mouth, and with a fingertip stuck the shining speck from Ruby’s soul fragment onto the back of the cat’s tongue.

Then I reached into the soul forge, lifted up its own fist-sized fragment, and touched it to the contact points.

Oof. I might not be supplying new mass, but making a familiar was not easy. My heart was suddenly pounding, I breathed hard and started sweating again from effort I couldn’t feel but my body suffered anyway. Keeping my grip firm and precise, I touched the fragment to the contact points in a careful order, then went back and did it again, lingering when I didn’t like what I felt.

On the altar, Sophie wriggled. She writhed. She yawned, lifting her legs and flailing them around. The symbols I’d written over the altar lifted into the air as she changed position, then sank into her. Little hands, really paws with thumbs and more flexible toes, made grasping motions. Other than that, not a lot of drama. This wasn’t a major physical alteration.

A faint vibration told me I’d reached the finishing point, and I yanked the soul fragment back into the center of the cage, then let it float. Job done.

Sophie sat up, stretched like a cat with forelegs extended forward, and gave her whole body a shake.

Black fur flew everywhere, in a whole cloud. As it settled, it revealed a pink, wrinkly, hairless animal.

Oh, um. Oops.

Ruby let out an ear-splitting squeal. She swooped down on her defurred pet, scooping it up off the altar to cuddle it against her chest. As the pink thing struggled in her arms, she wailed, “Sophie! Sophie, are you okay?”

Sophie, voice a little yowly but entirely clear, shouted back, “My god, woman, put me down and let me demand you pick me up!”

Ruby sniffled, rubbing her face against Sophie’s side, which was well filled out now and no longer skeletal. The motion did drag kitty skin around in big folds, and smeared Ruby’s elegant makeup. Tears poured from the previously regal girl’s eyes, leaving tracks in the mess as she sobbed, “Sophie, I was so scared. Now we’ll be together forever.”

The hairless familiar stopped flailing its skinny legs, and asked cautiously, “If I consent to this demeaning relationship, will you give me some of that fish dish you and your family eat? With the spices?”

“Every day,” Ruby promised, voice hoarse, rocking the rejuvenated cat from side to side in her arms.

A moment of silence passed, or at least a moment broken only by Ruby’s sniffing and snorting. Finally, Sophie declared, “Your terms are acceptable, at least as a start. Take me home and pet me, please.”

Black dress swirling, Ruby turned around and rushed into the office. While Sophie grumbled, the burgundy-haired teen witch tucked her back into the carrier. Rummaging around in the satchel, Ruby pulled out a little velvet bag.

Then she pounced, turning and lunging at me. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, hoisted me up off the ground, and shook me from side to side, squealing, “Thank you thank you thank you!”

“Um,” I explained.

Still sniffing, but also smiling with beatific relief, Ruby set me down on the floor, and pushed the bag into my hands. The contents felt like coins. Lots of coins. Clasping my hands in both of hers, Ruby leaned down to gush at me, “If it’s not enough, you can tell me when I come back tomorrow. I’ll be back tomorrow. You are such a wonder. I want to see you again. Tomorrow, okay?”

“Um,” I repeated.

Folding up the satchel, Ruby picked up the wicker cat carrier by its handle in her other hand. She gave Lisa a beaming smile when the demoness held open the street door, and then giggled when Lisa held her tablet up to her ear, mimed swiping across it with her thumb and pointing at me, then did it again.

I rolled my eyes and tried not to look embarrassed. I was also really glad that psychology was illegal. That gesture might mean now that Ruby should ask me out on a date later, but I knew its original meaning was that a love spell should be used on the desired date. Having a demoness like me was going to be a distinctly mixed blessing, I could tell that already.

With the door closed, Lisa turned and leaned against it, ankles crossed and one hoof in front of the other. With only a hint of slyness, she asked me, “So, how much of that went wrong?”

“Hopefully, only the fur,” I said. Sophie was intelligent, had superficially appeared healthy, and I was sure she was able to use magic. Those were the crucial traits for a familiar, who had to pick up the slack for a witch dazed by handling toxic plants and whose own magic was all invested in her potions.

“I’m going to come out and say it. You just might be right about the prodigy thing,” Lisa came out and said.

I flashed her a tired, lopsided grin, and tried a glimmer of sass of my own. “Told you.”

Pushing herself up, Lisa messed with the door handle, sliding what might be a Closed sign into place and definitely locking the door. She stroked a finger down the plate next to the door, shutting off the office lights again, and then strolled over to loop her arms around my shoulders and pull me back through the workshop towards the main house. “But, prodigy or not, I’m declaring that enough for your first day on the job. I don’t care if you’re a powerhouse who gets her strength back in ten minutes. Goblita can go without a bioengineer for another day. If someone super urgently needs their dog to breathe fire, that’s just too bad.”

She steered me into the living room, where the air had now turned exquisitely cool. I lifted my goggles, rubbed my eyes, and enjoyed the feeling of getting ever so slowly less sweaty. Yes, I’d be fine after a breather, but a break sounded very good. I inquired, “I don’t suppose you cook?”

Lisa nodded her horned head, and grinned a fangy grin. “Sure do. Anything you want charred into a black and rock-hard mass, I’m your girl.”

I made a pffft sound.

Lisa added cheerfully, “I’ll get you another drink and make you a sandwich, at—oh, Hell’s bells, seriously?”

Because someone had just knocked on the front door. The house’s front door, this time.

Taking a deep breath, I banished thoughts of lazying around in a plush chair, and prepared to be dignified and act like an adult.

Lisa wasn’t having any of that. She pulled her arms free slowly, but clenched and unclenched her fists, which from the length of her pointy fingernails must hurt. Very, very flat, she asked me, “Killing people isn’t allowed in your world, right?”
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Chapter Three

In case that was a serious question, I answered solemnly, “Only if someone is trying to kill you, and even then it’s the last option.”

My breath back, I took a step towards the door. Lisa shouldered me aside, yanked the door open herself, and glared up at the man standing outside. Back to that ankle-crossed, back-arched, demonic posing position, Lisa flipped her hair back and sneered. “I should have known. Sorry, old man, I’m busy taking care of Artifact Forge. You know, the owner of this building? The inheritor?”

The man in question wasn’t that old. Maybe, maybe, I could see a hint of grey in his beard. He looked like a town official, or a priest, with a long coat he wore even in this heat, and a fancy white collar. The beard and his dark hair were both neatly trimmed. He held a couple of books in his arms, but didn’t seem inclined to do anything with them. Looking past Lisa, he addressed me, “Is that correct?”

“Call me Art. I’m Goblita’s new bioengineer,” I answered, pawing at my own hair, pulling it back and beginning to very carefully strip off the rubber band scrunchie without causing myself too much pain.

Lisa sneered up at the guy, and raised her middle finger. I was getting the impression she didn’t like him. She drawled with evil glee over the words as she told him, “So, suck it, old man! I’m still a legitimate guest of the house owner and your dreams of banishing me back to Hell are as stale as you are.”

Um. Lisa was burning a bridge behind me that I hadn’t even known I was on. I sure wasn’t going to scold her for it in front of whoever this is. I settled for, “I’m thinking of employing her as my assistant. Either way, as far as I’m concerned, Lisa isn’t just a guest. She lives here.”

Lisa laughed. It was a crazed, evil laugh, all “Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!” She slammed the door shut in the guy’s face, and locked it with a ferocious, triumphant grin. Her tail wagged behind her with such furious glee that her skirt spun wildly.

Who was that? What had I just been signed up for? Was there any way to stop Lisa from getting me run out of town? Did that guy maybe deserve every bit of Lisa’s scorn and more? Was Lisa seriously in danger of banishment? Well, it’s not like demons hanging around was normal. It wasn’t like they didn’t exist, either.

I latched onto the question I wanted answered most. Raising a finger, I asked, “Why are you staying here?”

The laughter died. Lisa tilted her head to one side, and gave me a long, curious look. Hands at her side, tail still high and twitching at the tip, she shrugged and said in a calm, frank tone, “I don’t know. I mean, I do, but it seems kind of dumb. My mom thinks that growing up in Hell is bad for me, and I’ll be better off here. Leo was a guy she knew from visiting the mortal world, so she sent me to live with him. Didn’t tell him ahead of time, either, but he was a good guy. He took me in anyway.”

I let out a sigh, and then a weak laugh of my own. Rubber band finally completely free, I shook out my hair and chuckled, “I was worried, I mean, that Uncle Leo…”

I didn’t have to explain. Lisa’s eyes widened, and she clasped her hands over her mouth, which did not hide the giggle behind them. “Oh, Hells, no! Are you kidding? He might have been my father!”

Spreading my hands helplessly, I stammered, “Look, demons! People think you’re, you know… corrupt. You might not be as young as you look, even. I didn’t—wait, we’re cousins!?”

Lisa let out a little snorting laugh. Spreading her own hands, she gave me a red-lipped smirk. “Who knows? My father was human—”

“You’re half-human?” I barked.

Lisa’s smirk turned to exasperation. Propping her fists on her hips, she gave me a hard, scolding stare. “No. I’m a demon. Demon breeds true.”

“Right, right. I know that,” I mumbled, rubbing my damp hair bashfully. I did. No matter how many humans were in the bloodline, it never had any effect. If Lisa looked mostly human, it would be because her mother did, not because of any resemblance to her human father.

Lisa waved a hand in a fast circle, dismissing that and getting back to the point. “So, yeah, Mom knew Leo, I think he might have been my father, Mom sent me here because a mortal environment is better for me or something, and Leo took me in. He was a good guy. Kinda goofy, but really hospitable. I see why Mom liked him. He dropped dead, now you’re here.” She added another shrug. “Mom was right about one thing. Demons don’t have kids much. It’s nice having people my own age around. Speaking of which, that should have been enough time. Come on.”

Still reeling over the whole “cousins” thing, which had successfully pushed aside “oh wow, I made a familiar” for today’s most amazing revelation, I followed Lisa’s clip-clopping footsteps to the… other side of the living room. It was a pretty big living room, and Uncle Leonard has packed it with plush-cushioned furniture.

Lisa squeezed behind a ragged blue couch and pushed it a couple of feet farther from the wall with her couch. She peeked through the curtains of the window behind it, then whipped the curtains open and pulled the window open. Beckoning with a pale hand and scarlet, pointy fingernails, she called, “Hey, Artifact! Come meet my boyfriend, Joe.”

A boyish voice on the other side of the window, presumably Joe, barked a laugh. “I wish.”

I squeezed around the couch, and looked out the window. A boy stood in the narrow stretch of yard belonging to my uncle—belonging to me, now, I guess. A wolf boy. Grey fur, muzzle, sharp teeth, tail. He had to be a teenager, but I had no clue how to read age on a wolf.

I hadn’t known there were any furries in Goblita. I hadn’t seen any until now. Of course, I’d only arrived yesterday, and I hadn’t set foot outside yet today. I hadn’t seen any gobbos either, and the town had to be called “Goblita” for a reason, right?

Geez, he was big. I’d heard furries tended to be. If you get yourself bioengineered, might as well go all the way, right? But… well, he was big. In every way. When he smiled down at me, “down” was the operative word.

Part of that was my fault. We had some gobbos in my family somewhere. I might have normal skin color, but I’d already heard every short joke in the English language. Mom insisted that I just hadn’t hit my growth spurt yet, but if I hadn’t, when would I?

Joe had so much muscle. He had enough muscle that it showed even with all that dark grey fur over it. It showed because he didn’t wear a shirt, just a pair of ragged-edged shorts he was rapidly outgrowing. Dirt and dust smeared his fur here and there, and he stood with a tense, rough-edged swagger, like danger might strike at any moment but he was ready to handle it. Somehow, I didn’t think this boy had gotten himself transformed. He couldn’t afford it.

There was no reason to think the change wasn’t generations ago, hundreds of years, even. It took, what, fifty years after the Breach for humanity to master soul forges? The golden age had barely been ending. I had to remind myself that I wasn’t living out in the middle of nowhere with my recluse parents anymore. Altered humans were going to be normal from now on.

Subtly tense or not, even despite the mouth full of sharp teeth, Joe had a friendly smile. He offered it to me, and his hand with it. “I’m Joe. You’re Artifact? Pleased to meet you.”

I put my hand in his, and to my relief he merely shook it. His hands were as big as the rest of him. It absolutely engulfed mine.

The responsibility of figuring out an introduction was taken away as Lisa pushed her shoulder up against mine, and demanded, “Did you get it, Joe?”

“I got it,” he confirmed, with a satisfied nod. With his long wolf face, he could really nod.

“Yessssss!” Lisa hissed in glee, bunching up her fist. That disappeared like someone swiping a spell. She hooked an arm around my shoulders, and told Joe, “Artifact here is a prodigy. Did you see that big dragon flying around? She made it.”

I opened my mouth. Eh. I was never one for false modesty. I shrugged, and put on a smirk of my own. “I am. I did.”

Joe hadn’t actually let go of my hand. He gave it an approving squeeze. This close, he smelled like… sand. Joe was a very outdoors kind of boy. My arm extended through the window also reminded me that it wasn’t that hot outside. The sun might bake this building if I let it, but the ocean breeze kept the air outside merely warm. So he didn’t smell like sweat, just sand.

His voice warmer than the air, Joe said, “I missed it, but I’m impressed she made anything. We need more smart girls around here. I wish I had time to hear the story.”

“Right right. Loot. Gimme gimme,” said Lisa, extending her arms out the window and making flapping, beckoning hand motions.

Leaning down, the big, grey-furred wolf boy opened up a sack he’d left sitting below the window. Out of it, he pulled a metal object as long as my forearm, and set it in Lisa’s waiting arms. She only sagged a little under the weight.

The object looked like a key. In a sense, it was a key. It was a breach detonator. I’d never seen one in person, but my parents had plenty of technical manuals for non-bio magics. Bioengineering was just the family tradition.

Pulling it inside and cradling it against her chest, Lisa let out a long, low hiss of satisfaction. Not friendly satisfaction. The tip of her tail curled up, making the pointy spade tip resemble a scorpion stinger. Her staring pink eyes had a hard, vicious edge, and her tight smile emphasized her slightly oversized canines.

“Let’s see the old fart try to banish me without this,” she whispered.

And then the nastiness disappeared. My demon cousin gave Joe a sweet, lopsided smile, still holding the detonator like a precious baby, and asked him, “What do I owe you for this service?”

He gave his head an easy shake. Reaching down, he grabbed the neck of the bag and gave it a couple of tugs. It clonked. “Nothing. I took a few other choice items to cover up what I was there for. You distracted him and gave me the chance. Once I go sell these, we’re even.”

Um… was I suddenly an accomplice to burglary? Or was I suddenly an accomplice to heroically preventing some jerk with a particularly obnoxious god from sending a merely mischievous girl literally to Hell? Or both?

My thoughts must have shown in my face. I realized Joe and Lisa were both giving me concerned stares.

Suddenly all gentleness again, Lisa put one slim arm around my shoulders, and let the key merely hang from the other hand by her side. Equally softly, she said, “Hey, Joe? Sorry to push you off, but Artifact here is kind of a responsible, magic brains type girl, you know? Things were pretty wild before you got here. I think she’s had more excitement in the last hour than the whole of her life up until now, and she needs a break.”

“Sure,” he agreed, easily. Just as easily as he hoisted the sack of loot up over his shoulder. “I’ll see you girls soon. I’m looking forward to getting to know you, Artifact. Don’t think you have to be a chaos gremlin like Lisa, here, to be my friend.”

He ran off. He had wolf legs, with big paws and an extra bend in the leg rather than human feet. His tail wasn’t very long, but it was very waggy.

Lisa shut the window, closed the drapes, turned me around to face the living room, and instructed, “Deep breaths.”

I took a few deep breaths, heavy and slow, and at the third realized I wasn’t confused. I was tired. Incredibly tired. I’d never admit it, but I’d overdone the magic.

My eyes wandered around my uncle’s crowded, wood-paneled living room. My crowded, wood-paneled living room. My parents certainly weren’t going to move in, and they would probably let me stay, especially if I was a successful bioengineer already. This was my house. I owned it. I lived here.

My demoness cousin nodded slowly. “Better. Better. Listen, let’s draw you a lukewarm bath, and while you soak I’ll try to burn a sandwich for you as little as possible. Then after lunch we’ll see. Maybe we’ll just stay in and do nothing today. You don’t have to be a prodigy all the time.”

I let out my breath in one more heavy, heavy sigh. My shoulders slumped. “Thank you. I like this plan.”

Her arm still hooked around me like I was a fragile eggshell, my red-haired, black-horned, black-hooved, spade-tailed cousin Lisa led me through my living room, past the forge where I had successfully and professionally created a witch’s familiar, towards the stairs leading up to the second floor of my house and the bathtub chamber.

My parents might let me stay, but one thing was for sure.

This was not the kind of education they’d sent me here for.
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Chapter Four

A soak in cool but not cold water was nice, relaxing and energizing at the same time. Leo’s wooden bathtub was deep, wide, and long enough for me to stretch out and even float a little, with my eyes closed, enjoying not being hot and sweaty.

Eventually even that much water goes lukewarm. I had a cooling spell on my tablet, which I needed professionally as well as for household use. I could chill the water again, right up to the edge of discomfort, and go back to soaking in blissful peace.

Except that would be dumb. The whole point of the bath was to stop spending magic and let my body recover.

I opened my eyes and looked around the room. This was such a nice house. The tub wasn’t just big, it was shiny and carved with fancy curves around the rim and little claw feet. Lots of glass windows, one of which filled the bathroom with sunlight. A glass mirror. Ceramic surfacing on a flush toilet and running water sink. A rug, a hamper for clothes, a closet lined with shelves and drawers, a towel rack jammed with towels, a hundred bottles of who knew what… and this was one of the least fancy and crowded rooms. Plus smooth, lacquered walls and ceiling, and a little vent for cool air from the ice elemental to get in.

What it wasn’t was clean. The whole building had a major dust problem. The towels weren’t dirty, but they had that ragged, subtly mottled look of towels that had been used more than once.

Frowning, if only a little, I pulled myself up over the edge of the tub and groped at my clothing until I scooped up my tablet. Sliding my finger over the cleaning spell, I waved it at the nearest towels until they looked fluffy and monocolor again. Then I waved it over the soap shelf, vanishing the dust in sweeping strokes, revealing gleaming, purple-red wood. Boy, what a nice house.

Buuuuut, a few inches at a time would be a ridiculously slow way to clean the house, and dangerously inefficient.

I sighed.

With the soap shelf clean, I examined the shampoo bottle, and saw only a smear at the bottom. I could get that refilled by the nearest witch, but it left my hair a gunky mess of sweat right now, and I had a lot of hair.

Well, the solution to that was easy and obvious, if I was careful. First, I sat up, scooped up my hair that had been hanging over the edge of the tub, and dunked it and my whole head under the water. When I was sure I’d gotten all my hair soaked, I reared back up into the air. Holding my now-heavy rope of hair up with the forearm of my left hand, I activated the cleaning spell on my tablet again and waved it over the mass.

One quick wave. That’s it. Brevity was more important than getting every inch. I’d bleached my hair blonde twice before doing this, thanks to my overpowered magic. That wasn’t the worst risk, either. Even the magically weak could evaporate hair by focusing a cleaning spell on it too long. “Too long” for me was a few seconds.

Blinking water out of my eyes, I looked around again. I would have to do something about all this dust. Hire a maid? Bad idea. An adult would try to be in charge. Anyway, I could make my own answer.

Lisa walked in, carrying a plate.

Water splashed as I kicked my legs in surprise, pushing a little more upright. The plate wasn’t the problem.

“Where are your clothes!?” I exclaimed.

The demoness gave me a lopsided stare like I was the stupidest person in the world, and those glowing eyes could really stare. Voice flat with scorn, she responded, “It’s a bath. You’re not wearing clothes either. Mortals don’t wear clothes in the bath. Nobody wears clothes in the bath.”

“This tub isn’t big enough for two people!” I argued, trying to sound less hysterical. The tub had seemed huge a minute ago. Now, not so much.

Her naturally cherry-red lips pursed in disapproval, and her voice took on a more disapproving edge. “In Hell we would never waste drinkable water like this for one person’s bath.”

I screwed up my nose in disgust. “Ew. We don’t drink bath water!”

Lisa stared for another second, then visibly untensed. Her expression flickered with the brave tolerance of someone dealing with prudish barbarians, then settled into cousinly concern and a gentle smile. “At least let me give you a massage. My mother taught me how, and you need one.”

I pointed at the door, arm dripping water. “Go put some clothes on and I’ll talk to you when I’m done.”

Lisa stomped one hoof on the carpet. She perched her free hand into a fist and perched it on her bare hip. Rolling her eyes in utter exasperation, she complained, “Is this a family thing? You are just like Leo. Fine. Here’s your meal. Sorry, there wasn’t anything else.”

She set the plate down on the counter by the sink and stormed out, tail tip jabbing behind her like an angry scorpion. Now the plate was low enough for me to see over the edge, and it contained one orange and a crust of bread. Not a thin crust of bread, at least. It was technically a meal.

“I’m going to have to inspect the whole house, aren’t I?” I asked the empty bathroom.

Climbing out of the bath, I grabbed a newly clean towel and dried myself off. Should I clean my clothes the same way? No. If this was all the food we had, I’d be going out this afternoon and get them sweaty all over again, and I really needed to go easy for a few hours. I hadn’t realized just how much power it took to give a familiar a human-level regenerating magic supply, and the dragon had been worse. I’d upgraded it to ten times its original size purely with my own magic, without a soul fragment or hooking it to the soul forge, because I hadn’t expected to need either.

I grabbed the orange and the bread, and wolfed them down as I stumped down the stairs to the kitchen.

Again, the kitchen itself was great. A pantry and lots of cabinets in that beautiful purple-tinged wood. Multiple appliances, including a multi-box refrigerator, and a magical rather than wood-burning stove. The lines of spells running down them showed that both were adjustable. Expensive. Then again, for Leo they’d be one-time costs. He wouldn’t have to pay to keep them charged. Like me, he could do that himself.

The clip-clop of hooves on a wooden floor signaled Lisa entering the kitchen, and she watched me with her arms folded over her soft purple dress as I continued my inspection. The refrigerator and stove were about half-full of magic. Fine, I could refill those later. The refrigerator could probably run a week on that anyway. The dishes were mostly clean, which meant Lisa had been cleaning up after herself. The cabinets had all kinds of different dishes and tableware and cooking implements.

What they didn’t have was food. We had some cooking ingredients, like spices and a jar of wheat flour, although not many. Pantry, cabinets, and refrigerator all together contained half a bottle of orange juice as the only food that could be made edible without a great deal of time and effort. Bland, unleavened bread that I was guaranteed to cook wrong anyway was all I could imagine with time and effort.

Desperate need for groceries confirmed, I headed for the soul forge. On the way, in the little hall between living room, kitchen, dining room, and stairs, I checked on the ice elemental cooling the house. The little crystal not-quite-creature hovered in its box blowing cold air into the vents, and looked happy and healthy. The box’s power gauge was almost empty. Basically, what I’d fed it earlier. Refilling it wouldn’t be a big deal, but again, I put that off so as not to strain myself.

Flicking the lights on as I entered the soul forge, I circled the room examining my new working conditions. Lisa trailed after me.

One thing stood out, the same way it did everywhere. Drawing a fingertip over the work bench, I peered at and then rubbed with my thumb the grey film I’d scooped off.

Tail flicking, arms folded, with only a hint of sulk now, Lisa said, “This building gets dusty so fast. It’s crazy. Is that a side effect of the soul forge?”

I shook my head. “No, I think some houses are just like that. I’ve got an idea for keeping it clean, but I’ll do it later. I need to do a safety inspection now.”

Turning to face the room, I drew myself up straight and focused. Tools. Well, I had plenty of them, enough that I couldn’t think of anything I’d need and didn’t have. Mostly iron, simple but good quality, but a little grungy and all dusty. At least I didn’t see any rust, and everything was laid out in organized rows on the shelves. I wasn’t going to have a chisel break or a mana inscriber go dull or not be able to find one just when I needed it.

The supply shelves looked okay. Quartz, bottles of fine sand and ash, some petroleum, some vegetable oil, powdered metals, a big pumice stone, a row of jars and boxes containing everything from cow horn to castor beans to beetle shells. I had a big, tightly sealed, nearly full jar of purified water, and two backup chunks of obsidian. So, Uncle Leonard had left me well supplied.

The floor was absolutely filthy, tramped down dust turned into dirt that smudged most of the smooth cement surface. That covered most of the spell marks not already hidden by furniture, but they looked intact.

Okay, time to safety inspect the soul forge itself. I fastened my hair back in a pony tail, crouched down next to it and—

“Holy snot,” I whispered, a chill running up my spine. I was suddenly very, very grateful for those protective formulas, and I desperately hoped they’d worked. Cleaning the floor shot up in priority, because I needed to see how many of those formulas had burned off.

Why?

Two of the rubber stops on the legs of the soul forge were completely gone.

One of those legs was propped up on a piece of wood. Wood! Okay, fresh wood, at least. Dented, but not discolored. The other dangled in the air, uninsulated. If that had touched the floor while I was working this morning… an earthmover would have been here and eaten us already. So it couldn’t have happened.

Still, I shuddered.

The remaining two legs were properly insulated and fine. The leg propped up on wood had definitely been leaking power, because the recursion plate was warped. Only slightly. It needed replacement soon, but if I fixed the legs and the wires were tight—

I checked the wires. They were not tight. Two of them wobbled a little when I prodded them. Okay, I was definitely going to have to lead seal those in place. Hmmm. Before or after I went out and bought new rubber stops?

Fingers slid into my hair above the ponytail and closed into a fist. Gently but firmly, Lisa pulled me back up to standing.

Staring at me hard, mouth flat and voice flatter, she said, “I know that look. You’re going to do one quick chore. Then another quick chore. Then another quick chore. Then you’ll realize that something else needs to be done, and it will be bedtime, but if you stay up just a little late you can get it all finished.”

“Um…,” was all I could say, because she was right.

Glowing, slit-pupiled eyes made her compassionately frustrated stare vaguely threatening. The red-and-white demoness let out an aggrieved sigh. “You are a lot like Leo. Sleep. Go nap. Now.”

She didn’t take “no” for an answer. She didn’t take an answer, period. Turning me with her fist in my hair, she marched me out of the forge and up the stairs towards the house’s bedrooms.

Along the way, I whined, “Okay, okay, but while I’m out, make up a grocery list and write down anything else you think we need. We got paid for the familiar job, so we have cash. I know, you can’t guess all the stuff I want, but it will be a start.”

“I’ll do it if you take care of yourself and get some rest,” she answered. Tossing her hair suddenly, its red and orange stripes doing that flame-like flicker as she passed through a sunbeam, she muttered, “I swear it’s like Leo never left. At least you’re small enough to bully.”

She marched me to a door, shoved my nose up against it, let go of my hair, and strolled away.

I opened the door to a big, luxuriously furnished bedroom. The master bedroom, that used to be Leo’s. Now it was my bedroom. What a weird, weird thought. I’d slept on the couch last night rather than face it.

In this whole messy house, someone had cleaned and replaced the sheets, and the bed was mostly made. Lisa could be thoughtful. We just had, um, cultural differences. Right.

Okay, my first quick chore would be a brief nap, then out for groceries, then fix the soul forge. No more bioengineering got done in this house until that forge passed the safety checklist. The official safety checklist, which I would dig out and follow just to make sure. It chilled me again to think I’d performed two high-powered rituals today with a forge in that condition.

But there was nothing wrong with it that I couldn’t fix by myself, and it would give me plenty of time to refill my magic. After that I had a little experiment to try the repaired forge out on.
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Chapter Five

I stepped out onto the street, my goggles high on my forehead and beheld my neighborhood. Goblita was… nice. Much greener than I would have expected. I’d heard things got pretty hot and dry down near the coast. And even here, out of sight of the sea, I could smell it faintly on the breeze.

“Let’s head down to the beach. I’d like to stock up on meat. What is your preferred meat?” I asked my behorned cousin.

In an attempt to answer my own question, I looked down at the list she’d given me, and immediately rolled my eyes. “I admit I occasionally am insufficiently cynical, but no, I don’t believe you actually want me to buy baby cutlets. You really are just putting on an act, aren’t you?”

Lisa grinned at me, showing off her oversized canines and the pointy teeth on either side of them.

Another glance at the list, and I added, “I believe where you underlined chocolate twice, though.”

The demoness’s eyes bulged, suddenly unfocused. She curled her fingers up like claws, and gurgled in otherworldly hunger. “That stuff is so good. I never had it until I came here! I hope they have it in stock!”

We walked down the side of the road, which was lined with houses not quite as big as mine, but still very nice. Trees dotted their front lawns, and many more trees created a near-forest behind them. Again, we’d had a lot more up at the lake, I just hadn’t been expecting this. I saw a little general store squatting amidst the residences, next to a plumber’s shop. The former was tempting, but we had a lot more groceries to buy than a store for odds and ends could supply. Down a side street I saw a little building with colorful ornaments hanging from the two trees down front, which was probably a witch’s shop, but again, food first.

Turning my thoughts back to chocolate, I chatted, “It was pretty expensive up at the lake, but we’re right on the coast here and shipping might be better. We’re going for the cheap basics today, remember. Familiars aren’t cheap, but it was still just one job.”

We passed the One-And-One, the ancient golden age road, rebuilt many times, that runs up the Pacific Coast. The maps my mom owned said it ran past Lady Angel to the South, and past Sin Fortress to the North, far past, North and North all the way to the Yukon. A much slower but a little safer path than the sea. For us, it was just a well-trodden road, paved as it passed through Goblita, which the street Lisa and I were following crossed at a diamond-shaped plaza not being used for anything. A sign post reared up noticeably at one corner, crowded with arrow-shaped signs. I gave it a glance. The signpost must have been a joke, although a joke raised and lovingly maintained by someone. Multiple arrows in different directions read “Goblita.” There was an arrow for Lady Angel and one for Sin Fortress, one pointing out at the sea labeled “Tokyo,” one pointing the opposite way labeled “Paree,” one Northeast-ish with the bizarre label “Wall Dragon,” and so on, and so on.

A little farther on, we passed a whole complex of big, boxy buildings with their own paths running around them in a web. They were too big and had too many windows to be houses, except the ones that had too few windows. Lots of people of various ages wandered those paths, mostly carrying small bundles.

What was up with this place? I stared, but I couldn’t figure it out. They were just buildings, trumpeting no particular purpose. No carts carrying things to and fro, no signs.

Lisa noticed my stare, and supplied, “That’s the College. They run this town.”

Ah. “The Lady Angel College of Magic?”

She nodded. “Yeah.” And that was it.

My curiosity also settled quickly. That explained everything. There must have been a lot of spellcasting in those buildings, enough even for my magic-desensitized nerves to stand on edge.

Then the beach came into view, and I stopped caring about the College anyway.

What was different about the grass near the edge? Something. It was tall, thin and sharp like blades, most of it, and grew in clumps. A few ponds here and there didn’t seem to need filling or be attached by streams to anything. Big, skinny birds watched us from those ponds without looking alarmed.

That change felt like a barrier, or rather a gateway, entering another world. We passed it to the beach itself, where a small but sharp drop and a few rocks brought us down to sand. Like the lake, but more so, much more so. So much sand, wrinkly and shining pale blonde under the sun and blue sky. A long, smooth, wet, brown zone stretched the final distance into the sea itself, with waves sloshing up and down it lazily as if the ocean rolled around in its sleep.

The water was blue, darker than the lake, murky, but it seethed. It played with itself sleepily, rolling around caps of white and shadowy dents over the surface.

And it went on, and on, and on, and on, and on. A few ships’ sails lurked here and there on that vast surface, but the endless emptiness of it filled my attention. Not a barren emptiness like the desert, or a nothing like the sky. This was a view of peace, alive like the land wasn’t, but at rest.

The smell of it hit me, salt and old plants, fish and the smell after the rain. No. Those were all futile attempts to analyze it. This was its own smell, carried on a wind as soft and peaceful as the infinite water, along with a constantly changing hiss and the squeals
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