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      “Try it again,” Nikolai told Christine.

      With a huge, trollish sigh, Christine focused on her hand again. It shouldn’t be so hard to create a flame in the palm of her hand. She was supposedly a magical creature, a troll capable of doing magic, one of the few. And possibly trollish royalty…though that wasn’t something she dwelt on.

      It was easy enough for Christine to generate a constant illusion around herself so she appeared human, with dark, olive-toned skin, human hair and eyes. For her to camouflage her green troll skin (tough and strong), the large tusks growing up out of her lower jaw to just below her cheekbones (which she’d finally gotten used to eating with), and her claws, which always seemed to nick and tear anything she picked up if she wasn’t careful (as evidenced by her poor cell phone). To change her clothes with her appearance, so her blouse always went with whatever color her skin was (so even now she looked good in a cream-colored top), her pants showing off her curves (stretchy and black, currently), shoes appearing and disappearing (the claws on her feet couldn’t be contained).

      Magical powders and other charms reacted to her presence, boiling over or glowing, so she had no doubt that she was magical.

      However, in the past six months since learning she was a changeling, and was actually a troll and not a human, she hadn’t been able to consciously learn any magic.

      Christine focused all of her will on her trollish palm, the skin there surprisingly pink compared to the tough, green-colored hide that covered the rest of her. While the nail beds were still pinkish, the nails themselves were solid white, naturally pointed like claws, and sharp. She’d tried using an emery board on them. Once. Had shredded it to bits.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong,” Nikolai said. The wooden shopkeeper scowled at her hand, as if it had insulted him.

      Christine was always impressed with how expressive Nik’s wooden face was, despite how his black, round eyes were painted on. His lips had also merely been drawn on, going in a straight line, but he could make all the sounds she could without ever changing the shape of his mouth, just opening and closing it on hinges. It was like watching a live ventriloquist’s doll, except not as creepy.

      He wore his usual Seattle-chic red-and-white checked flannel shirt and jeans. Even in his black boots he only stood about three feet high. He barely reached Christine’s waist. In her human form, she was close to six feet. As a troll, she was only a touch taller.

      The pair of them stood in a supply room at the back of Nikolai’s Magical Emporium. The shop itself existed between worlds. The only way to get to it was through a magical portal. Christine traveled there using the portal located in Seattle’s International District. She often wondered if she could leave the shop through a different portal, ending up in one of the pocket worlds.

      Dark red-velvet curtains closed the supply room off from the rest of the shop. Tall metal shelves filled with plain brown cardboard boxes rose from floor to ceiling. It looked like an ordinary storeroom, except for the glowing, neon-blue stickers on the boxes of conductive powder, the way the crystals in their box rustled, and the slightly sweet scent of burnt sugar and marjoram and something else that was pure magic.

      The light in the back room was bright and cheery, like the lights in the rest of the store. Christine now knew that what looked like ordinary fluorescent lights hanging from the ceiling of the shop were actually enspelled: Each customer perceived the light in the manner they found most appealing, making the shop seem gloomy, or dappled in moonlight, or even daylight bright.

      Christine hadn’t realized she liked bright and cheery. That generally wasn’t her thing. Nikolai had assured her that it probably wasn’t the light she wanted to live by, just to shop by. And that made sense.

      Nikolai was all about being inclusive. He didn’t turn away any customers, not kith and kin—Christine’s people, the orcs, trolls, goblins, dwarves, brownies, and so on—nor the Host either. All of the ranks of demons and angels were welcome in his shop. He’d even serve the occasional human wizard, though rarely: Humans had their own stores that they preferred going to.

      However, Nikolai’s Magical Emporium was neutral territory, and Nik worked hard to keep it that way.

      Once Christine had realized that she was magical, the shopkeeper had offered to help her learn spells.

      Of course, he wouldn’t do it for free. He was too much of a businessman for that.

      Since Christine could barely afford the ingredients for spells, let alone the lessons, Nikolai had bartered for her skills instead. So now, every other weekend, Christine put in some hours at the shop. Not out front, working with customers. She was a troll, after all. Dealing with people wasn’t her forte.

      For her human day job she worked as an archivist in the main Seattle library. She was good with research papers and books. She paid for her magic lessons by going through the huge collection of boxes Nikolai had accumulated at estate sales over the years, finding the important documents, treaties, and books hidden away amidst all the junk and developing a filing system for them.

      While Nikolai now had an impressive inventory for all his hidden treasures, the magic lessons hadn’t gone according to plan at all. Christine could still barely do any magic.

      Christine stared at her palm, willing a light to grow there, forcing her hand to stay steady and not shake in frustration. She took a deep breath, scenting the comforting smells of old papers and long forgotten books. She just needed to focus.

      Tina, Christine’s human doppelganger, was extremely talented magically. She’d also been trying to teach Christine some magic, with the same awful results as Nikolai had achieved.

      Tina glowed when she even thought about doing serious magic. She hadn’t left any scorch marks (yet) on Christine’s rug. But she sometimes grew so bright she hurt Christine’s eyes.

      Christine couldn’t even cheat and start with a match to get some magical light.

      “I think,” Nikolai said when Christine dropped her palm, frustrated as always at her lack of success, “that something’s blocking you.”

      “What do you mean?” Christine asked. She didn’t mean to bristle at him. It was just her trollish nature.

      “You were hidden for years by the changeling spell,” Nikolai said, reaching up to stroke his smooth wooden jaw as if it had suddenly sprouted a beard. “You weren’t allowed to be yourself. Maybe that’s still affecting you.”

      Christine nodded slowly. That almost made sense. The changeling spell had made Christine not only look like a human, but act like a human as well.

      The changeling spell had been broken when Christine and Tina had met for the first time. Irresistibly drawn to one another, they’d touched hands.

      Both of their worlds had imploded.

      However, it didn’t feel to Christine as though the changeling spell was still holding her back. She didn’t think there were any remnants of it remaining.

      Then again, what did she know about magic?

      “I can ask Tina,” Christine said.

      Nikolai made a sour face at that. Fascinating how his cheeks gave the impression of moving without actually moving, how his lips appeared to pucker. “Never trust a human,” he told her, as he frequently did.

      “I know,” Christine said, nodding. “But I’m not sure who else to ask.” While she could ask Joe, her on-again, off-again boyfriend and the only other troll she knew, he wouldn’t be able to tell her anything. He didn’t have any magic, and any talk of her magic always made him uncomfortable.

      Besides, they were on a “break” right now. Not seeing other people, but not seeing so much of each other either.

      Christine had been fascinated with how her body responded as a troll, but it had been…too much. Everything had been too new. She’d been overwhelmed quickly both by her feelings and her responses to him.

      She didn’t know any other trolls, either. There weren’t many in Seattle as far as she could tell. Trolls were solitary in nature, something she did know very well. They didn’t tend to get together for drinks or join the other kith and kin.

      Nikolai gave her a sharp nod. “Then ask your Tina. But take anything she says with a mountain of salt.”

      “I will,” Christine promised. She knew that Nikolai would never trust any human. Not even Christine’s human brother Dennis, though he was probably the human that Nikolai was nicest to.

      Christine always felt as if she could trust Tina. Her human doppelganger had tried to help Christine fit into the human world once she’d discovered she was a troll and her true nature had come to the forefront.

      However, Tina’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Zimmerman, were another matter entirely.

      They’d officially “adopted” Christine from her bio-parents, through an agency that no longer existed. But they hadn’t kept her or raised her. Instead, they’d performed spells on Christine so that she’d look just like Tina. To be Tina’s identical twin.

      Then they’d exchanged Tina and Christine at birth.

      The switch had fooled the demons, so they’d kept an eye on Christine while Tina grew powerfully magical out of sight. So Tina could fulfill her Destiny.

      Christine didn’t trust Tina’s parents as far as she could throw them, and in her troll body, she could heave them quite a ways. Possibly halfway across Lake Union.

      “Come by half an hour earlier tomorrow,” Nikolai told Christine.

      Christine merely nodded. She could tell by Nikolai’s eyes—maybe it was the way they shone—that he had something up his red-and-white flannel sleeve. She also knew he wouldn’t say a thing until that time.

      She reached up to her neck with one hand and touched her illusion charm, a lovely dark blue stone encased in a swirling silver setting, then held out her other hand so she could watch herself change. Watch the pink skin roll up under the green (her human self was smaller and less muscular than her troll self). Watch the soft, downy, human hair sprout over her arms. Watch the change roll across her chest, her clothes changing with it, until she was wearing a tight peach blouse that contrasted beautifully with her olive skin, plain jeans, and white sneakers.

      Christine didn’t need the charm she wore around her neck to change her appearance. It was one of the few magical spells that she could actually do, and do consistently. However, the charm was a good reminder to her that she needed to stay human, act human, and not troll out as her brother Dennis teased her.

      Why was changing herself so easy, while changing anything else so difficult? Dennis would say it was because she was inherently resistant to change. She hated change, actually. Had lived in the same apartment for years. Had the same job. The same routine.

      Magic was different, though. Magic was something she was supposed to be able to do, had always longed to do. Had read far too many books about, both before and after she’d found out about being a troll.

      It wasn’t all in her head, Christine knew. Something was blocking her.

      But what?
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      Christine hadn’t bothered going to church with her parents for years, even though they still asked her to go with them every Sunday.

      She felt even more uncomfortable going now. It wasn’t like she was a demon or something, but churches were for humans.

      And Christine really was no longer human.

      She didn’t go to the services that the kith and kin held up in Fremont either, under the Aurora bridge, where the giant statue of a troll lay, holding an actual VW bug in one hand.

      She wasn’t sure what she believed, now that she knew that both demons and angels were real.

      Did that mean that God and Satan were real too? And how did she feel about that? Or was the Host actually made up of creatures like herself, magical, non-human beings who just claimed to be on one side or the other?

      She’d seen angels, though she’d never actually talked with one. She had met and talked with demons. She didn’t like them one bit, though the kith and kin were more often allied with demons than with humans.

      So while Mum and Dad were at church that Sunday morning, Christine went to her own place of worship: the huge used bookstore downtown. Here was where she communed with old friends, Jane Austin and Karen Joy Fowler, Judith Tarr and Walter Tervin. So many new friends to find among the towering shelves. The wonderful scent of paper and ink. The soft murmuring of the other worshipers also reverently perusing the stacks, bowing their heads to each other passing through the narrow aisles, like monks greeting each other.

      One of the reasons Christine loved this store was because they shelved the used books right next to the new ones. That way, she could often find the start of a series, the used books shelved alongside the latest volume.

      Though Christine was living a life of fantasy and knew that magic was real (even if she couldn’t do much of it herself) she still felt the need for a good escape now and again, worlds she could delve into and forget herself.

      While many people had abandoned paper books for ebooks, Christine still loved the feel of a book in her hands, the weight of it as she held it open, the slickness of the cover under her fingers. Was it because she was actually a troll? Her brother had always accused her of hording her books. Sure, there were only small aisles between the piles of books in her basement apartment.

      Okay, so the books might have covered all the available spaces in every room.

      There were worse habits she could have, worse things she could collect. But she couldn’t stand cats, or dogs, or most animals, really.

      So Christine spent the time before she had to go to her parents for Sunday dinner at the bookstore, perusing, reading a bit here and there, letting the words sing to her soul as she girded her loins.

      It wasn’t that her parents were bad people. They weren’t.

      There were days, though, when she’d rather fight an entire demon army than break bread with them.
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      “Any news from Joe?” Mum asked as she passed the garlic mashed potatoes to her right.

      They all sat around the dining room table, Mum, Dad, Dennis, and Christine.

      Christine sighed. She never should have mentioned him to her parents, her on-again, off-again, troll boyfriend. “We’re on a break,” she told Mum defensively.

      “Sorry to hear that,” Dennis said, interrupting any of Mum’s questions. “He seemed like a good guy.”

      “He is,” Christine said.

      But she wasn’t ready. Before, when she’d thought of herself as human, she’d thought she’d never be ready.

      Now, she knew that she would be. Eventually.

      Just not yet.

      Afternoon sunlight gleamed on Lake Washington. The tall glass doors leading to the porch were closed, unfortunately—it had been wickedly hot all summer, and that Sunday was no exception. Fortunately, Mum and Dad’s place had air conditioning, unlike most Seattle homes.

      Discreet artwork hung on the walls, tiny old-fashioned black-and-white photographs of Mum’s family in England, of Dad’s family here in Seattle. Though Dad had his own office, he’d also taken over a desk in the dining room, covering it with model airplanes he built out of balsa wood. Christine could still smell the acrid scent of the glue he’d used. A half-finished plane sat on the desk, bright red and blue paint across the bi-wings, while the fuselage was still plain wood.

      Thick brown rugs covered the golden hardwood floor. Mum couldn’t grow any plants and the tall sticks—the remains of what had been bamboo trees—stood in pots on either side of the door.

      Christine sat facing her mum and the water. It didn’t matter where she sat. She still would have been uncomfortable. She preferred her underground apartment with its dim lights and comforting mess, snug and cozy.

      This house, as well as the new place Dennis had just bought, was far too open and light. Tina would have loved them both, but she was all about light and air.

      Dennis asked Dad about something he’d read in the news, a company that was splitting itself into a myriad of companies, and they were off, discussing the pros and cons of such diversification.

      Christine didn’t try to follow their conversation but concentrated on the food instead. At least Mum had actually listened to her and no longer tried to force bread on her. Meat and veggies were the only things that tasted good to Christine anymore. She wasn’t exactly sure why. She used to like bread. Now, it tasted like cardboard, even the fresh artesian rolls she used to get at the health food store.

      Only after there were a few moments of silence did Christine look up from her plate. Mum had outdone herself with her good pot roast, the meat perfectly salted and tender, with a tomato sauce and carrots. “Excuse me?” Christine managed to ask as she swallowed down her forkful.

      Since the changeling spell had broken, she’d needed to eat more than her human self. It was expensive, but she was figuring out how best to cook for herself, to get the most out of the toughest (and cheapest) cuts of meat she could buy.

      “I asked how the magic lessons were going,” Mum said quietly.

      Christine swallowed again, her mouth suddenly dry. Mum had on her brave face, the one she wore when she asked about her much-changed daughter.

      On the one hand, Christine knew her mum actually was curious about her new troll life. On the other, it grated on Mum how different her daughter was now, how little they could relate to each other.

      Christine wanted to lie to her family, to tell them that the magic lessons were going well, that she was learning everything quickly now.

      However, she’d made the decision early on not to hide from her human family. There were too many others, strangers and acquaintances and co-workers who could never know the truth.

      She had to trust someone. She figured her family, the ones who had raised her and had loved her despite her many differences, was a good place to start.

      “Not good,” Christine admitted. “Nikolai thinks that maybe the changeling spell is blocking me still.” Christine didn’t agree, but she wanted to tell her parents something. Anything. Because she was blocked, just not by that spell.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” Dad asked. “I’d be happy to build you something to practice on, if that’s something you need.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Christine said. It meant a lot to her that her family was trying to be supportive, even if they didn’t quite know what that meant. She didn’t know what to suggest to them either.

      “Sis,” Dennis said, then he paused. “Have you thought about maybe practicing magic someplace other than here?”

      “Not in Seattle?” Christine asked. “Like, out in Bellevue?”

      “No,” Dennis said. “You remember how Ty took us to a different world? I think he called it a pocket world? Maybe you should try learning magic in one of those places. They’re probably more magical to begin with.”

      Christine nodded slowly. “That’s a really good idea, actually,” she told Dennis. When Tina had been stolen by demons, Ty Brooks—a professional demon hunter—had followed the trail the demons had left to a different world, bringing both Christine and Dennis with him.

      She didn’t know if Ty would just take her someplace else. He only traveled between worlds when he was hunting something.

      It wouldn’t hurt to ask, though, when she saw him next week.
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      Christine let herself into Nikolai’s shop thirty minutes before her normal late-afternoon shift. The shop was empty of customers, which was good.

      She always loved it here, though she was still trying to get Nikolai to expand the books section. Colorful advertisements covered the walls, written mostly in orcish, elvish, Hebrew, and Sanskrit. The ads were for every type of magical thing imaginable. Blue velvet bags full of glowing gems. Charms of protection and defense. Magical ribbons to bind things together. Silver scissors for cutting them apart.

      The ceilings in the shop were tall, shooting up eighteen feet. Shelves filled the room, most barely reaching Christine’s chest. That way Nikolai could reach the items on the top shelf without having to get a ladder.

      The shop was empty, but Christine didn’t bother calling out. Nik knew she was here. She wasn’t sure if it was a spell he had, or some sort of magical sense that always told him when a customer had arrived.

      In the six months that she’d worked part-time at the shop, she’d never met another wooden man. Was he the only one? A constructed being? Kind of like Pinocchio? Except he looked like a man and not a boy. He’d been alive for an awfully long time—more than two thousand years, if his stories were to be believed. And he’d been a shopkeeper the entire time. Though he hadn’t always had his own store.

      Christine walked past the shelves slowly. Nik needed to restock the magical socks the brown men wore—they were enspelled to keep their feet dry, even when covered with bog mud. At the far end of the shop, Christine walked around the counter and slipped behind the blue velvet curtain that hid the storeroom from sight.

      Nikolai was already there, wearing a green-and-white flannel shirt today, standing in front of a huge pile of dirt, at least three feet tall and the same around.

      The smell of the earth filled Christine’s senses. It was moist and fertile. Unlike her mum, Christine could grow anything, though she usually didn’t bother with plants in her apartment. The few times she’d tried she’d ended up giving the plants away as they’d quickly gotten out of hand, despite how little sunshine they’d received.

      The pile looked completely out of place among the shelves of boxes, lit by the cheery lights, a dark mound on the red carpet. Normally, that sort of thing bothered Christine. She liked things well-ordered, though not necessarily tidy. She knew where every title was in her piles of books at her place. It was a methodical mess.

      But the dirt didn’t bother her.

      “It occurred to me that we were going about this the wrong way,” Nikolai said conversationally. “You are, by nature, a creature of the earth. Instead of trying to create something in the air, let’s work with the earth instead.”

      Excitement spiked through Christine. That made total sense! She preferred to be underground. She’d had odd daydreams about warrens and passageways leading off from her basement apartment, tunneling under the earth. They’d be carved out of rock, with beautiful gems still in situ in the walls. Rambling and curved, unlike the straight hallways above. Not like a rabbit warren or a hobbit hole. But someplace magical and just hers.

      She stepped closer to the pile of dirt eagerly. “What should I do?” she asked.

      “I must admit, we’ve moved beyond my knowledge,” Nikolai said. “There aren’t many trolls who can do magic, and they’ve never even been written about, at least as far as I can tell. There are very few stories, even, of troll magic.”

      Christine nodded, her enthusiasm dimmed but not extinguished. She’d searched as well, looking for troll magic, in every book Nikolai had as well as the internet.

      Nothing had fit her or her situation.

      “Try to move the pile,” Nikolai said. “Or dig in it. Or something.”

      “Make a tunnel through it?” Christine asked. That was what made the most sense to her.

      “Yes! Great,” Nikolai said.

      Christine considered the pile of dirt. It wasn’t big enough for her to actually dig a proper tunnel through the center of it. But maybe she could create a small one…

      She held her hands out in front of her, fingers cupped, as if she were holding grapefruits. They were her troll hands—the presence of the dirt had made her drop her human form without realizing it. She turned her hands to the sides, so her wrists were facing each other. Then she pushed from someplace deep inside her, willing an opening to appear in the dirt, a small tunnel, no bigger than the space between her palms.

      Christine felt the power leave her. There was a soft wump as the magic hit the dirt pile.

      However, her only reward was a tiny indentation in the side of the mound.

      Christine concentrated harder. She could practically see the cone of energy she directed with her hands toward the dirt. It was ghostly and not of this world.

      However, Christine couldn’t make a tunnel in the dirt. Couldn’t make any more of an impression on it.

      Maybe the energy she saw was all in her head and it didn’t actually exist. Except, she could feel it.

      Frustrated, Christine snarled. She could do this. She knew she could. This was her birthright. This was something she knew how to do, instinctively. She held her breath and pushed with all her will.

      She would make a tunnel in that earth.

      The charm around Christine’s neck grew hot as it charged with the excess power she emanated. The air around her sizzled and grew hazy. Even the lights dimmed.

      But the dirt refused to budge.

      A cool hand suddenly touched Christine’s arm. It was like a switch being thrown. Her power drained into the ether, evaporating quickly. Christine felt herself deflating like a pricked balloon.

      “What happened?” Christine asked as she shook her head, trying to clear it.

      The dirt pile still stood there, defiantly. A tiny dent dimpled the side, as if a volleyball had lightly bounced off it.

      “You have power,” Nikolai said slowly. “I could see it.”

      Christine nodded. She had felt it. It hadn’t all just been in her mind.

      Nikolai chuckled. “If you’d been able to release it, direct it, you probably would have blown up the entire store.”

      “Really?” Christine asked. Then she thought back. She had been angry enough to blow apart something.

      “But,” Nikolai said, then paused. “You are being blocked. And not by the changeling spell. There’s magic working against you.”

      “Oh,” Christine said. Why would someone do that?

      Unless it had to do with her bio-parents.

      While the Zimmermans swore that her adoption had been legal, Christine had always had her doubts. The Zimmermans hadn’t bothered to keep her but had passed her off almost immediately.

      That had to violate the spirit of the adoption, if not the actual letter of it.

      But when Christine and Tina had tried to find out who her bio-parents were, the spell had failed. Tina had guessed that the court records had been sealed.

      Had her bio-parents given her up for adoption? Even though she was probably of royal blood?

      Or had she been stolen? Her natural powers blocked, so she wouldn’t be able to…do whatever she was supposed to do?

      There was a war going on, after all. The Great War, between the two branches of the Host. The angels and the demons.

      Tina was the one who was supposed to have a Destiny, who was supposed to bring an end to the war. Lars, the demon who had masqueraded as Dennis’ best friend, had nearly stolen that Destiny from Tina.

      Had Christine’s Destiny also been taken? Or thwarted? Blocked like her magic?

      She didn’t know who to ask or where to start looking.

      But she was going to get to the bottom of this.
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      Ty for lunch had become a running joke between Christine and Ty Brooks, the demon hunter.

      That Monday, they really were having Thai food at a little hole in the wall near Christine’s library in downtown Seattle. There were four tables in the tiny space beside the industrial counter. The only light came from the large garage door in the front. It wasn’t air conditioned, but Christine found she didn’t mind the heat as much as she used to. Plus, the floor was concrete and cool in the shade.

      Most of the food orders were take-away, so Christine and Ty got a seat immediately, far in the back. The phone kept ringing, more orders pouring in, three different delivery guys collecting the large plastic bags piled on the counter and carting them away to the offices nearby.

      The chaos didn’t bother Christine as much as it would have before. She was almost getting used to new places, new smells, new food. Before, when Christine had thought she was human, she’d never bothered exploring much or trying new things. She wasn’t allergic to new things, no matter how much her brother Dennis might tease her about it. They’d just made her uncomfortable.

      For the last six months, she’d made a point of trying new things—new food, new clothes, new books, even new movies. She had no idea what she liked, what was her and what had come from the spell that had made her identical to Tina. And damn it, she was going to find out.

      Her exploration had started when she’d realized that some of her discomfort with trying new things had been a result of being a changeling. The spell that had hidden her had influenced her subtly, making her stay home and not explore. It was meant to keep her safe, to protect her. Limit her.

      Which made Christine even more determined to try new things.

      Of course, the owner knew Ty. He was a short, bald Asian man in a pristine T-shirt and khaki shorts, wearing flip-flops. He had a face as round as a coconut, with bushy black eyebrows and a ready smile, his nose standing out in sharp relief.

      The owner had come over to take their order. They hadn’t been to a restaurant or bar yet that Ty wasn’t on a first-name basis with at least half the staff. Not every place they’d gone had been strictly human, either.

      Christine was starting to get the hang of seeing through illusions, figuring out if a being was human or not. She still struggled with it. Was it because the rest of her power was blocked? She didn’t know.

      Ty ordered for them. He knew her preferences for meat and veggies, not a lot of noodles or rice. She’d also started eating her food with more spice.

      While they waited for their meals, Christine explained what had happened the day before
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