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        To Joe Bunting, who told me I was doing it right just when I needed to hear it most.

      

    

  

    
      “Prediction is very difficult, especially about the future.”

―Niels Bohr

    

  

    
      Chapter 1
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Puppy-Dog Eyes





    

    
      This kind of pub is always gloomy, you know? It’s like the owners are inviting chicanery. Might as well hang a sign on the door that says Dark Deeds Welcomed Here.

Whatever. I won’t be here long. Bran is easy to spot thanks to the light in his hands.

I have to admit it: he’s striking. He leans over his rough wooden table with the perfect amount of poise and slumping, somehow combining strong shoulders and ill motive just enough that no one bothers him. Of course, they could also be leaving him alone because of the light leaking through his fingers.

Maybe I’d better start at the beginning? Yeah. A little less exciting, but it’ll make a lot more sense.
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            * * *

        

My name is Katie Lin, and two months ago, I adopted a baby dragon.

Well. Technically, the dragon adopted me. Also technically, the dragon is now with my uncle, who’s keeping it because also-also-technically, the baby is really the fulfillment of a prophecy about the Starling child and might be able to lead the Red and Black dragon clans closer to peace.

It sounds grand, doesn’t it? Epic adventure of a lifetime?

Maybe for someone who didn’t grow up in a magical household. I stepped out of that life a long time ago, and I ran all the way to America to prove it.

My uncle knows where I am. The rest of my family doesn’t, and I intend to keep it that way.

I had a sweet little setup in the woods of New Hampshire: a pretty little one-bedroom rental, a decent job translating and digitizing paperwork at a venerable old legal practice in Portsmouth, and no ties to anyone around me.

I mostly live without magic too. It’s nice. Nicer than you think.

Do you have any idea how unpredictable life gets when everyone has magic? The Ever-Dying—purebred, nonmagical humans—read books and think magic would be so neat. Well, it’s not neat. It’s frogs in your underwear drawer because your brother is twelve. It’s suitors who only want you for your ancestral uterus and assume waking you at midnight with a sky full of rainbows and singing trees is the way to prove they deserve to have it.

It’s going to school with others of your kind, and when they’re told your last name is Lin, losing any chance of making friends because nobody wants to mess with that branch. And I do mean Branch.

See, my family is of the Kin. Kin—the only kind of “human” who can do magic—which simply means some nonhuman thing diddled our ancestors, giving us the gene. There are a lot of Kin out there, too, but only nine family names ended up symbolized by the infamous Branch of the Kin.

Look, see it there in the Wheel?
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No? Look closer.
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Behold the Branch of the Kin—which is symbolic because we branch off from the magic users, get it? My family, the Lins, are the pointy leaf right at the top.

Yeah, you bet your patootie it’s condescending, but we didn’t get a say. Yet another reason I wanted out.

Anyway. I nearly got my wish. Sure, a baby dragon showed up on my doorstep, but I delivered him to safety and got back home with only a mild crush on the Fey who helped me (a victory, I assure you—Fey are really pretty, and he was nicer than most).

Back to work. Back to ordinary dentists and taxes and nobody caring that my last name is Lin. Back to awesome neighbors who helped me shovel snow (or sent their kids to do it, which is the same thing), and awesome cider and beautiful trees and square American accents and nobody making live snakes spring out of their fingernails or walking around waving big iron wands like swords.

It all went south the day Bran the Crow King showed up at my door.
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            * * *

        

Picture this.

I was on my way to work. Real work, a real job—which required me to be there on time, which meant leaving ass-early in the morning due to icy roads and thirty-five-miles-per-hour speed limits because New Hampshire.

Despite the cold weather, I was spiffed up in stockings and heels, a cute little trumpet skirt with matching jacket, and a pearl-button blouse (old employer syndrome has its quirks), when I opened my front door to find it occupied.

The Crow King. Bran to his friends, of whom I was not one. The last time we met, he’d kidnapped my uncle and trapped him in a roc’s head for no reason.

He’s Shadow’s Breath—one of the People of the Darkness—and his real form is huge, red, and strangely cracked like old earth. He has big black horns and big blue eyes and a dark aura so strong it’s a physical force. But of course, he wouldn’t show up like that.

The form he took was drop-dead handsome in a Hollywood pirate-rogue way. His rumpled black hair was just soft enough to emphasize his sparkling blue eyes and nut-cracking-sharp jawline. Last time I saw him, he’d worn a plain white t-shirt and jeans. Today—on my porch, uninvited—he’d added a black buckle-and-button wool number that probably cost more than my car, manly boots a Japanese rocker would be proud to wear, and a smile.

“Kate!” he said.

I slammed the door.

Okay, I thought. I needed to get to work. Mr. Danner didn’t care about inclement weather or traffic jams; he cared about results, and he wouldn’t appreciate me hiding out in my house all day. I peeked through the peephole.

Yup, Bran was still there. “Kate!” he called again. “We need to talk!”

I didn’t want to waste a sick day on him, dammit. “No, we don’t! Go away!” Did I mention that last time he’d also made noise about impregnating me because he’d always wanted some Lin in his bloodline? Told you being magical sucked.

He didn’t go away.

I swear I considered climbing out the window, silk be damned. I considered calling the police—but if he stayed and they came, he’d hurt them, and if he left and they came, I’d look crazy. I would’ve considered other things, but that annoying banging sound was really getting in the way of my planning. Oh, wait. That sound was my head, knocking against the door in abject and complete frustration.

Bran was still there.

I decided to strong-arm it.

“Kate, we need to talk,” he tried again as I physically shoved him out of my doorway (he let me, okay?) and locked up.

“No, we don’t. Go away.” Downside of ice in winter: you can’t really run anywhere, especially in heels. I settled for a sort of slow, sliding march, trying to say with my every inch that this conversation was over.

“I need your help,” he said, following.

“Nope.” Beep-beep went my key fob. Fifteen more feet.

“I really do, and you’re the only one who can help me.”

“Ask my uncle. Oh, wait, is he not your friend anymore after what you pulled?” I wobbled, turning pulled into a longer word than planned.

“Of course he is.” Bran looked shocked. “Why wouldn’t he be?”

Told you the whole roc-head thing made no sense. “Leave me alone,” I said. Bran was royalty. I should probably have said “please.” I didn’t. Oh well.

The bastard got between me and my door handle at the last moment. “Please. Please.” He got down on his knees in the snow. “Please.”

He wasn’t supposed to say “please.”

Could I get in on the passenger’s side and slide over the armrest? Well, I could, but not without giving the world a show. “Bran. Can I call you Bran? I don’t owe you anything. You’re terrifying to me. You kidnapped my uncle. Did I write you? Did I leave you my email address? No! Leave me alone!”

Damn. I was shouting. This little cul-de-sac only housed me and the Gigueres, and they were a vigilant little family. I looked over.

Nobody was opening blinds or doors yet. But they would if this kept up, and they’d ask if I were in trouble and needed help.

And this guy would hurt them. He wouldn’t see anything wrong with it.
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            * * *

        

Beyond that bit of reasoning, I could never explain what I did next. “Get in the damn car. Passenger side. You’re coming with me to Portsmouth.”

The weird thing is he did what I said without arguing.

He said nothing as I navigated the roads, muttering at traffic lights that didn’t go my way and hoping old Danner wasn’t in the office yet.

My car was considerably heavier on the right-hand side with him sitting in it. This was not how I’d pictured my morning. “So aren’t you, like . . . in line to be king of the Darkness, or something?” I said, which was inane and probably rude, but he’s the one who barged into my life, so.

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Okay. That’s not usually an ‘unfortunately’ kind of thing.” It was hard not to look at him. I know the form he wore wasn’t real, but damn, he’d done it right: the hint of stubble, the proportion of jawline to the length of throat he showed above his wool coat, the long-fingered hands that rested on his well-appointed lap—hands that managed to look dangerously powerful and dangerously beautiful at the same time.

All for me? He shouldn’t have.

I braked to let a school bus pass (an empty one—told you this was early in the morning) and made a slow right turn onto Highway 101. Finally, plowed and salted roads! Praise be!

He still looked out the window. All the authority I’d sensed when we met the first time was still there; this was not a man to cross, not a man whose ire you’d be smart to raise. This was a man who could command the shadows to do what he said.

But there was something else there—something pressing the authority down, something hiding the ego and pulling his attention far away from me: fear.

I swallowed. That wasn’t good. If this guy was afraid, whatever was after him had to be awful.

Bran sighed deeply. “It’s my grandfather.”

Was I supposed to know what that meant? “Okay?”

“The Raven King.”

I damn near drove us off the road.

One braking recovery later, we crept along at the speed limit while lunatics passed me on the left. I said nothing; my hands trembled like windshield wipers across dry glass. “That’s . . . bad.”

“Yes. Yes, it is. He’s after me. I have nowhere else to go.”

I laughed.

Of course I laughed! The Raven King? He’s ancient! Crazy powerful and crazy crazy! And what, now he was coming after the guy in my car? Welp, I was dead. He was dead. We were both dead.

It’s long been my theory that if you can’t laugh when death snarls in your face, you’re just going to cry, and that’s useless. Might as well laugh and have a good time on your way down.

Bran let me laugh. Weirdly enough, I think he understood why.

“Are you nuts?" I finally said. "What am I supposed to do, get blood on you?” I navigated onto Interstate 95—which, to my happiness, had been even more effectively plowed. I was making good time. For all the good it did me.

“No, you’re not getting blood on me.” He didn’t even smirk or turn it into a weird flirt; the guy must have been genuinely terrified. “You’re going to help me find Notte and fight my grandfather back.”

Have you ever had a weird day so weird that you suddenly became certain you were dreaming and decided to treat it as such until it proved itself real? Me neither, but this one came close. “Bran. Honey. I can’t help you.”

“Yes, you can.”

“No.” Turn signal, go around the slow granny. “No, I can’t.” Windshield wipers on to shove the random flurries out of my vision. “I’m not even in practice. I can’t do anything fancier than spells to make tea and remove really bad stains.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

“I don’t think you knew I’d say that.”

“No, I knew you’d say that, so I brought proof.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out half a clamshell.

“Um,” I said, like one does.

“The answer is the Lost Lin,” said the half-a-shell in a high tinny voice, vibrating slightly in his hand. “Find her, and she can take you to one of his children. From there, your path will be easy enough.”

It took me a moment to speak after that.

“What. The hell. Is that?” I said, taking my exit.

“I’ll tell you when you agree to help me,” he said with a smirk.

Great. Now a clamshell was ruining my life.

Portsmouth, already. It’s such a pretty New England town, even prettier than Cabot Cove in Murder, She Wrote. The speed limit dropped again, and I managed it, idling past the loveliest historical million-dollar homes you ever did see, all done in tasteful stone or “appropriate” period colors, just so quaint and adorable that you can’t help picturing it ready for Christmas with lights and garlands and maybe a few Victorian-era children singing on the corners.

He didn’t fit here. Magic did not fit in my world. I had to get rid of this guy, and soon. “I don’t know Notte. I don’t know his children. I don’t know any vampires at all. Get out of my car.”

Bran smiled as if I’d said the opposite of those things and tucked the shell back into his pocket. “You mean you don’t know you know a vampire. I’ll come with you! We’ll spot him together, and I’ll get out of your hair. How’s that?”

I pulled into the parking lot behind the two-story clapboard home Danner had converted to his offices. It’s yellow, by the way—that particularly odd New England yellow that doesn’t quite look like pee, but close enough.

The flurries had turned wet and nasty. It was a good thing I had a parking permit. Otherwise, well . . . historical towns do have their downsides, and lack of parking is always one of them.

I locked my car and faced him down. “Listen. To me. I don’t. Know. A vampire. And even if I did, you didn’t need to come to my house to see who I hang out with.”

“Did you just give me permission to spy on you?” he said with a lazy smile anyone more susceptible would be writing about for pages, but not me. Nope. Just two sentences are all you get.

“No!” I shook my hands at him. “Are you crazy? No! I am not giving you permission to spy on me!”

“Then I had no choice but to ask for help, did I?”

“You didn’t give me a choice in helping you! You just . . . showed up!”

And he looked confused! “I thought that was the better option. I’m not an expert in Ever-Dying protocol, Kate.”

“Do not call me Kate.”

“If you were still under your family’s umbrella, I’d know the proper channels, but as it is—”

The North Church clock tower suddenly chimed the time.

“Dammit! I’m late!” I spun away from him, slipped wildly on ice and caught myself, and lunged for the door beside the discreet sign that said “Danner and Danner, Attorneys at Law.”

Of course he followed me in. The stupid clamshell told him to.

I should’ve just called in sick and stayed home.

    

  

    
      Chapter 2
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A Little Knowledge





    

    
      I should tell you about the Seven Peoples of the Earth before I continue. 

Long ago, the folks in charge decided the sentient beings of the world needed to be categorized. Seven was and is a number of power; I honestly believe that’s the only reason humans got included in this stupid little system.

The Darkness. The Fey. The Sun. The Guardians. The Dream. The Kin. The Ever-Dying. That’s all of us, and we don’t get along—and not only because only six out of seven are magical.

For one thing, not getting along is why we don’t all live in the same world anymore.

Something like twenty thousand years ago, the great magical minds of the age figured out how to make parallel worlds, which could then be modified however their owners wanted. The Fey have one called the Silver Dawning, the Sun have one called Zenith, the Dream have one called The Dream (why not?), and the Darkness have Umbra—which legitimately has no light in it anywhere at all. Seriously. You can even bring a light in there if you want to, but it won’t do a thing. They figured out a way to make a world that bends light wrong, turning it into something else, into its opposite. No, not shadow. It’s not light. Forever.

So that's four "other" earths and one original, which the Ever-Dying, Kin, and few surviving Guardians share, but apparently, five worlds just aren’t enough for everybody, so thousands of years ago, they figured out how to split off little designer worlds too. They’re pocket-dimensions; kind of like little casitas branching off the main building.

Bran has his own designer realm. He’s king of it. I’m not sure what he rules there, but I know it has something called “bone collectors.” Don’t they sound fun?

His grandfather, on the other hand, rules all of Umbra. The whole thing. And you’d better believe the Raven King is a lot scarier than bone collectors.

Anyway, I said all that to make this point: there are rules for how magic folk interact with everybody else, and Bran was actually following them by trying to do this quietly.

The Ever-Dying humans used to be good for little more than servitude and slaughter. They were really quick to repopulate themselves—which, hey, was really handy—but they live such short lives that they weren't worth much. I mean, heck, just about anything can kill them (hence the name).

Ah, but that was then, and this is now. Now, with something like seven billion of them in the world, quantum technology, and nuclear devices, they’re a threat. If some asshole got it into his head that there are ifrits and that maybe by nuking Ethiopia he could get rid of them, what do you think would happen?

Humans can be crazy when they’re afraid of something. Even the Kin—and we’re so closely related we can exchange blood—don’t dare let on because the Ever-Dying would try to experiment on us or shoot us or fry us or worse. You know they would.

So—and I know you saw this coming—the rule is that humans can’t know magic is real.

And yes, I choose to live among them. I think their brief, simple lives hold more grace than longer convoluted ones. And I hate how we’ve used magic to twist everything. Life for humans is a lot simpler.

Where was I going with all this? Right here: none of my human coworkers could see or hear Bran as I walked into work that day.

So now you know. Tada! Don’t you feel enlightened?
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            * * *

        

As I opened the door and spotted my pale coworker, Lisa, I came to a decision: I would invent a new game called ignore the interloper.

“Hey, Katie,” said Lisa. “Don’t look now, but you’re in trouble.”

“Are you kidding me?” I used the boot scraper before treading on the illustrious carpet of Danner and Danner. “The clock tower hasn’t even finished chiming yet!”

“Doesn’t matter. He was in early today, and he’s saying later than him is late.”

I sort of grunted (frustration plus winter coat removal equals grunting; it just does) and hung up my things.

“He’ll probably want to see you at lunch,” Lisa considered, tucking back a strand of hair that had fallen out of her bun.

“Lovely.” Great. A talking-to by the elderly Danner was never pleasant. He sprayed saliva when emphatic.

“You’re more likely to keep your job than you think,” she said, staring meaningfully at her monitor. “You’re Asian. It’s good for PR.”

She seriously just did that? Yes. Yes, she did. The only reason I did not think, could this day get any weirder? was because I knew it damn well could, and was trying not to tempt fate.

I stared at her and decided not to validate that little opinion piece with a response. “Guess I’ll have to buy lunch for us next time, huh?”

“They care that you’re Asian?” Bran blurted, his entire face twisting.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Lisa sighed. “I mean, I got the last one, but whatever, it’s no big deal.”

“They care you’re Asian,” Bran said again, stepping around me. “Are you serious? You’re practically the same species.”

I almost hit him, but punching the air would probably not be good for job retention. “Thanks, Lees. I owe you coffee.” I pushed through the bar’s hinged gate and headed back into the dusty, musty corridor of this house-cum-courtroom-cum-law-office.

“Asian,” said Bran again, walking alongside me. “That’s vague as hell.”

“Go away, Bran.”

He didn’t go away, but, thankfully, he fell silent.

My job was so sweet; I got to sit in silence, ignoring the world, discovering long-lost lives through memories left like echoes in paper. Transcribing is easy since I can feel what the writers felt; digital scanning is the work of seconds. I preserve the past while getting paid. Marvelous!

I must have known it couldn’t last.

“Two questions,” he said.

“No.”

“First, why is your arrival time a problem? Just make them forget you were late.”

“No,” I said again, and opened my door to a blast of warm dust and mold. A cough threatened my throat, tickling, teasing, making my eyes water.

“Second, this is where you work?”

My office was a windowless room about the size of three broom closets, filled with banker’s boxes and filing cabinets and decades’ worth of dust. I liked it, to be honest. It smelled like my uncle’s ancient library, and the old records and journals that filled it were fascinating. My job: to read, transcribe, and scan them, preserving the whole lot. “Digital archivist” was my job title. Believe it or not, sometimes they even hired me out on a contracted basis. I was that good.

“Katie,” said Bran, low. “You’re a Lin. What the hell is this?”

“It’s my job, and I like it. Will you just go away?”

“Your uncle would be ashamed.”

I spun on him. “My uncle would be proud,” I hissed, pointing my finger in his face. “I’m paying my own bills, I don’t have to speak to anybody I don’t want to, I don’t have to make babies to ‘preserve what remains,’ and I get to decipher crinkly yellow paper filled with memories all day. I like it. I am staying in it. And my uncle is proud of me.” How dare he. How dare he!

He touched his finger to my cheek.

“You’re flushed,” he said eagerly, and then, because that wasn’t creepy enough, he leaned into near-kissing distance. “Do you need cheering up?”

I really hate magical people. Also, thanks a ton for telling everybody this kind of frightening behavior is sexy, Hollywood. “Bran.”

“Yes?”

“Leave.” I turned around—an act that took more courage than I like to admit—and opened a banker’s box.

Dust everywhere. Clouds of it, blankets of it. I coughed, eyes watering again, as I took out my first assignment for the day.

Bran leaned against a filing cabinet, arms crossed. “When can we go looking for vampires?”

I smacked him with the box lid, getting dust all over his nice wool coat. Haha. “Find one on your own. You probably have more contacts than I do.” The document in my hands practically sang. This was so much more than a simple deed for sale: hopes, dreams, sorrows—this was the note of sale for a house to a couple of former slaves who’d escaped on the Underground Railroad. Wow.

“I can’t. It has to be a vampire connected to you,” he said.

“Why? The clamshell told you so?”

“Yes,” he said solemnly.

“I’m not in the habit of taking orders from mollusks.” The couple who’d signed this old deed had had so much hope when they bought property here, but this paper didn’t tell me what became of them. I really wanted to know.

“It’s not a mollusk. This is an echostone.”

I turned slowly to face him. "An echostone. Really? Really? There are like six of those in existence.”

“And I have two,” he said, like that kind of voracious collecting was nothing. “This one holds the soul of Cassandra.” He grinned. “The Cassandra.”

I sighed. Maybe I wasn't tempting fate. Maybe fate wanted to be punched. “I don’t care.”

“You should. But naturally, some part of her curse probably still lingers, and that’s why you don’t believe her.”

“No, I don’t believe because that’s a clamshell, you’re crazy, and I want to get back to my job.”

The door banged hard as someone knocked, and we both jumped. Both of us. The amazing Bran could be startled.

I’d have to lock that information away for later. “Yeah?”

“Package for you,” Lisa called through the door, sounding about as thrilled to play messenger as she was doing anything else.

I hadn’t ordered anything. Nobody knew I worked here. What was happening with this day? “Coming.”

Bran smirked and opened his mouth to make some stupid comment.

I hit him with a stack of folders before he could, then left him there to choke on dust.
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            * * *

        

Oh.

Lisa had failed to mention my package was delivered by the handsomest man I’ve seen in a long time.

“Hi,” he said, his smile brilliant against his smooth black skin, his impeccably tailored suit the perfect shade of charcoal. And his tie, though solid red, showed hints of something unusual in the pattern. “We haven’t met, but our bosses have been emailing for a while now.”

“Oh.” Not my best moment. Look; I don’t get my breath taken away often. I really don’t, so the fact that I was awed is part of what awed me.

“From Taylor, Taylor, and Lawrence, down in Boston?” he prompted.

“Oh! TTL! Right, I’m so sorry!” I shook his manicured hand (warm, strong, just rough enough that I know he does something with his hands besides office stuff all day). “I thought you weren’t due until next week.” Timing! Timing! This was crazy!

“Yeah, sorry about that. I thought they’d sent an updated itinerary,” he said, patting his enormous briefcase the way some people would a beloved dog.

I finally recognized the pattern on his tie: it was the silhouette of Marvin the Martian—in the same red as the rest of it, only obvious because of the different direction of the threads. This was an office-friendly tie with subtle playfulness. He won so many points with that tie.

I shook my head. “I didn’t see it. I’m sorry. Not sure what happened, but you're here now, so let’s do this.”

“Here?” He smiled crookedly at my chairless, airless office.

I laughed. “No. We’ll use the conference room instead. This way, please.”

Bran crossed his arms as we passed him, scowling. Which I ignored.

“You’ve got a good reputation as a translator and digital archivist. Possibly the best on the East Coast,” Joshua said with a sidelong smile.

My cheeks flushed. “I doubt that. I’m just available due to tiny-town syndrome.”

He chuckled, a warm sound suited for firelight and fine wine. “Let’s hope your reputation is correct. This is pretty important.”

The conference room was a little drafty, but the long table should do. I rolled a couple of chairs aside, and he put his briefcase on the table. That’s when I realized it had been handcuffed to him.

Yikes. What was in that thing?

Bran stepped in behind us and slammed the door hard.

Joshua startled. “Old building,” he suggested after a moment.

Bran the Crow King was apparently five years old. It took everything I had not to make a face at him. “Something like that. So, what exactly did you bring me, Mr. Run? Danner kept the details to himself.”

“Call me Joshua,” he corrected, and pulled two pairs of latex gloves from his pocket. He handed one to me. “Ready?” And, gloves on, he took from his case several long blocky shapes covered in cloth. “Pillaging ancestors grabbed these somehow from China, a long time ago. They’re our client’s family heirlooms.” Carefully, he folded back the cloth to show me something I really didn’t expect to see: thin, wide strips of bamboo, perforated and held together with rotting silk to form a sort of awkward book. And on them . . .

Two sets of writing, one real, and one not. I was seeing double.

The fake, magical view: vertical lines of xiàngxíng—ancient Chinese pictographs—filling each strip from top to bottom, crowded and faded.

The real, hidden view: harsh, sharp lines, crossing each other to make diamonds and dissect them, to make triangles and bisect them, to form crude hourglass shapes and slash through.

Joshua could only see the xiàngxíng. And I had a headache.

I took a breath and held it for a moment. “Whoa.”

“What is that?” said Bran, leaning right into Joshua’s personal space.

Joshua shivered. He was probably telling himself he was feeling things and nothing was there. Let the record hold: if you feel like something is there, even if you can’t see it, something probably is.

“They, uh . . . told us you could read this,” said Joshua hesitantly, probably afraid this was some kind of racial gaffe. (Which I appreciated. Lin’s Chinese, I bet she can read it had happened more than once).

“I can, but it’s going to take me a little while.” Gloves on, I touched the edge of one bamboo book.

Energy flushed up my arm like a cold shot of morphine, pleasurable, horrible, leaving an electrical, sour taste in my mouth. I took my hand away, clenching my fingers in my jacket pocket.

“I’m really glad to hear that, Ms. Lin,” Joshua said, completely unaware that these things were cursed as hell.

My throat felt tight. On the other hand, he had really nice eyes. “Call me Katie. Please.”

“Katie.” He smiled.

I couldn’t remember how to flirt. How did one flirt?

“Ahem!” Bran cleared his throat.

Not like that. “What’s the time line on this?” I said, finding it far easier to ignore Bran when someone I actually wanted to look at was in the room.

“Since they know there’s research involved, they’re saying three months. If you have to travel, we'll cover it.”

I whistled. I knew my hourly rate for this kind of thing when contracted. Damn. They must really want these things. “Why do they need this translated and archived? Why not just go to a university or something? I can do this, sure, but . . . isn’t this kind of a weird way to go about it?”

Joshua shrugged. “It's specified as part of an estate settlement: you can go to a university, but we can't give any of it to academia. It has to stay in our hands. I can’t disclose more.”

Sounded like one hell of a weird last will and testament, but who was I to tell some crazy rich person what to do with their things? “Okay then. Let’s get the paperwork taken care of, and I’ll get right to work on these.”

Bran threw his hands in the air and began pacing, but that made him even easier to ignore. The annoyance of others gives me strength, for lo, I am ridiculous.

Forty-three minutes and about five hundred signatures later, we were done. I swear applying for a mortgage would be less work; but then again, a mortgage wouldn't have me working with things that were insured for five million dollars, either.

You read that right. Five million, insured. Yikes.

“If you like, I can drop by and check on your progress in the coming weeks,” said Joshua, as smooth as butter.

Five million dollars and cursed manuscripts. I almost missed what he said. “I’d like that.”

“Maybe we could do lunch?”

“At least.” I wriggled my eyebrows. How to flirt, by Katie Lin: just don’t.

Miracle of miracles, he didn’t run away. He chuckled again (I could get used to that) and handed me his card. “Let me know your schedule. We’ll make it happen.”

“Yes, sir.” And I walked him out.

Five million dollars’ worth of magical bamboo books waited behind us in the conference room.

Five million dollars of heavily charmed pieces, carefully spelled so humans would see gibberish (baloney like “the flower that drinks the wine does sing the tune”—I mean, really? Really?) while hiding what it really said.

I recognized that other language, the hidden one. That was Anshan.

Anshan’s users were all extinct.

They’d done it to themselves. Magic gone wrong, about as wrong as it can go.

And five “books” filled with that language were sitting in my conference room now, waiting to be read.

I should call the authorities. I should do something.

“This is Anshan,” said Bran as soon as I got back into the room. He didn’t look afraid, exactly, but he’d backed against the wall, away from the tables. “What the hell is some Ever-Dying doing with this?”

“I don’t know.” I’d call my uncle. He’d have advice. I carefully wrapped the books in their cloth, making zero contact with that bamboo. I didn’t want to feel that again unless I had to.

“And you’re just taking them?” Bran sputtered. “Just like that?”

“Gotta lock them away. I’m not leaving them out here for every Tom, Dick, and Harry to paw at.”

He shook his head. “Leave it behind. Leave it behind, Katie. This isn’t worth your life.”

Of course, I didn’t.

I took them into my little office and laid them carefully on my banker’s-box table, trying to calm my racing heart.

Today was weird, and that teeny little niggling instinct—magical in nature and never wrong—kept telling me it was going to get weirder.

“Katie,” Bran said from the doorway, and I swear he was pleading.

That made twice today I’d seen the Crow King afraid. Bad omen? Yeah. Bad omen.

Well. At least I was going to get paid.
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      The Anshan language is something special. Even the Ever-Dying know about it, sort of, though they call it “Proto-Elamite.” It belonged to a group of Iranian Zār—Fey—who, for quite some time, ruled part of Persia absolutely.

See, the Fey have a problem. Way back during the First War, someone created the Throne and the Scepter—two things that siphon all Fey magic away at birth, supposedly to use in case of emergency or defense or whatever. Practically speaking, it means the Fey are starving. Always. And they will do just about anything to refill their leaking buckets.

The Zār, like most, chose music to do so.

Music is amazing. It evokes emotion and thought; it can make people think they’re in love or stir up desire for revenge. Emotion and music go hand in hand, and it’s a handy way (pardon my pun) to refill those coffers, giving Fey their temporary magic back.

I had a picture book of fairy tales from around the world when I was little. These fairy tales, of course, were true, but aside from that, the Fey known as the Zār featured highly because they could make music so enchanting, so clever, that anyone who heard it just had to dance in response. It was joyful. It was sensual. It was overwhelming, and the Zār could keep it going until the dancers dropped dead from exhaustion. Which they did.

My storybook ended with some brave Kin princess dancing so selflessly and perfectly that the Zār finally gave in and stopped her from dancing. For lo, she was just so pure and beautiful. You know, like all good girls should be.

Bleeeeh. Just for the record, magical ladies need feminism too.

In real life, the Zār just made music until their chosen humans died, sacrificing all for the sake of the music, and the Zār absorbed all the energy and emotion from the whole experience.

Note: that’s not why the Zār disappeared.

They were a fine hand (there I go again) with potions, too, creating and perfecting all manner of nasty-tasting juice to refill their rapidly dwindling powers. They say at least sixteen different varieties of plant went extinct thanks to their harvesting, which ticked off what remained of the Dream—who are really connected to plant life, like wow connected—and causing more than one skirmish between the Peoples.

But that’s not why they went extinct, either. No, the Zār went extinct because they invented a weapon.

The Daevas—People of the Darkness, trapped here instead of in their own world of Umbra, probably banished or something—shared that part of the world too. I don’t really know. All I know is that like good neighbors, the Zār and the Daevas threw each other parties and celebrations and made new laws and contracts on clay tablets and held huge get-togethers to prove how much they liked each other.

Except the People of the Darkness like to feed on the Fey. Any kind of Fey. The Zār were no exception, and they didn’t enjoy it.

There’s this crazy concept that you can only push a group of people so far before they start fighting back. And the surviving victors of that push-back are the ones who tell the stories, you get me? History is always written by the victors.

This was no exception. According to the Daevas, the Zār basically went hubris-gluttony-excess-hedonism-yatta-yatta and then they were dead.

In reality, the Zār and the Daevas lived in faux harmony for a while until one too many Zār disappeared one late night, and the Zār fought back. There might have been a black hole or some kind of really nasty portal involved. There sure as hell was soul-sucking, civilization-ending absorption happening.

It was nasty. It was traitorous and rough, and the Daevas ended up leaving no Zār alive at all.

Funny thing is, I don’t think the Daevas meant to kill them all, but you know what they say: once you pop, you just can’t stop.

Reminds me of a dumb cartoon I watched a while ago, when I first stepped into the human world. In that cartoon, squid-headed aliens came to visit the Earth, decided they liked anchovies, and ended up eating them until they were gone. Oops. So Daevas-versus-Zār is kind of like that.

Ah, but here’s where it gets interesting: before they died, the Zār supposedly discovered the ultimate weapon.

Legend says they actually figured out a way to steal energy back—to take it from the Daevas. No one has ever been able to take energy from the People of Darkness. In doing so, the Zār made themselves into the biggest target ever.

Remember the insane paranoia back when nuclear weapons were new and only one country had them? Now imagine if that country’s biggest enemy thought they could wipe the nuke owners out and prevent that weapon from being created. Now you understand the situation.

They say the day the country of Anshan died, a mountain made of shadow settled on the land over the capitol city. They say it ate everyone whole—heart, body, and soul—and that when it lifted off again, nothing would ever grow in that ground again.

But they also say that if the secrets the Zār uncovered ever went public, the Darkness would no longer have so much power. In fact, they’d finally have a fricking weakness.

See, the Darkness are wicked hard to beat. (Like my New England slang there? I’m trying it out.) The people of the Sun keep them at bay, and they in turn keep the Sun at bay, and . . . well, it’s the worst cold war ever.

Except that if the Zār myth were true, there could just be an end to it. Talk about a
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION



   1. Definitions.



      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,

      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.



      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by

      the copyright owner that is granting the License.



      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all

      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common

      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,

      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the

      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or

      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the

      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.



      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity

      exercising permissions granted by this License.



      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,

      including but not limited to software source code, documentation

      source, and configuration files.



      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical

      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but

      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,

      and conversions to other media types.



      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or

      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a

      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work

      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).



      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object

      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the

      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications

      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes

      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain

      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,

      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.



      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including

      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions

      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally

      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner

      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of

      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"

      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent

      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to

      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,

      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the

      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but

      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise

      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."



      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity

      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and

      subsequently incorporated within the Work.



   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of

      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,

      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable

      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,

      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the

      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.



   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of

      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,

      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable

      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,

      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,

      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable

      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their

      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)

      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You

      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a

      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work

      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct

      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses

      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate

      as of the date such litigation is filed.



   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the

      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without

      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You

      meet the following conditions:



      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or

          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and



      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices

          stating that You changed the files; and



      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works

          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and

          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,

          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of

          the Derivative Works; and



      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its

          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must

          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained

          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not

          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one

          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed

          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or

          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,

          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and

          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents

          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and

          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution

          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside

          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided

          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed

          as modifying the License.



      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and

      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions

      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or

      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,

      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with

      the conditions stated in this License.



   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,

      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work

      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of

      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.

      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify

      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed

      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.



   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade

      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,

      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the

      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.



   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or

      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each

      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,

      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or

      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions

      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A

      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the

      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any

      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.



   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,

      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,

      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly

      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be

      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,

      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a

      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the

      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,

      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all

      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor

      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.



   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing

      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,

      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,

      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this

      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only

      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf

      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,

      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability

      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason

      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.



   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS



   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.



      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following

      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"

      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include

      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate

      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a

      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the

      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier

      identification within third-party archives.



   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]



   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");

   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.

   You may obtain a copy of the License at



       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0



   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software

   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,

   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.

   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and

   limitations under the License.
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PREAMBLE

The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide

development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation

efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and

open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership

with others.



The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and

redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The

fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 

redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved

names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,

however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The

requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply

to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.



DEFINITIONS

"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright

Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may

include source files, build scripts and documentation.



"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the

copyright statement(s).



"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as

distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).



"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,

or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the

Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a

new environment.



"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical

writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.



PERMISSION & CONDITIONS

Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining

a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,

redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font

Software, subject to the following conditions:



1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,

in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.



2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,

redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy

contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be

included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or

in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or

binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.



3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font

Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM

OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




