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I was small.

I don’t remember being this small.

“Kaitou-chan, does this hurt?” Concern on my father’s face, as he gently supported my stepfather through the physical therapy poses that were supposed to help him regain movement.

They never did.

Not even after Daddy wiggled a potion out of Brax’s Mom.

Chichi slumped into Dad’s arms and whispered

“I’m... alright.” Daddy smoothed his hair and murmured to him, something I couldn’t catch.

When Chichi levered himself into his wheelchair, I tried to go to him, as I had a million times before.

I couldn’t.

I watched in horror as Daddy bustled around the kitchen and Chichi rolled himself up to the table, accepting a kiss from Daddy that would have had me shrieking about cooties at that age.

If I could talk.

Chichi lured Daddy to his side to steal a kiss and they still-

They didn’t notice me.

Didn’t wonder where I’d gone.

I couldn’t cry out no matter how I tried.
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IT WAS BRIGHT AGAIN.

I was swinging in a hammock at the Smith farm, deep in rural Georgia, here for a few weeks of summer for bonding with the Brotherhood.

At this time of my life, I’d been dating Yahiko.

But he ambled past me.

I sat up, curious.

Then I saw what he was heading toward.

Victor and Braxton were strolling through the peach orchard, hand in hand, chatting and laughing, eyes sparkling when Yahiko slammed to a stop in front of them, talking with his arms.

The day this really happened, I sat up enough to holler at Yahiko that they obviously wanted to be on a date, so he should come and kiss me.

Today I screamed into the void... and it did nothing.

My friends continued on, oblivious.
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I WAS OLDER, NOW.

Sitting in the stands of the Vipers practice rink. My fencing kit on the seat next to me, a Vipers branded to-go cup in my hands, and I was watching Quade with our teenagers.

It was nice, but lonely. The boys had decided that hockey was thing, now, and fencing was fun but not what they want.

I was watching and they didn’t need me.

Again.

“Faster, faster! Come on, you can do it!” Quade called out encouragement to Matthias and Marcus as they skated down the ice, working on a passing drill, Marcus taking aim at Nicolas, who was crouched in the net and watching his older brothers suspiciously.

He batted away his brothers’ wrister and shook his stick when Mike Maitland and his nephews Dylan and Dorian came out of the tunnel and Mike called out

“Looking good Baby Fielding!” Dylan and Dorian both whooped agreement before tagging Mathias and Marcus into a game of two on two keep away.

I still couldn’t talk.

Couldn’t scream.

Wasn’t noticed.
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IT WAS DARK AGAIN.

So dark I couldn’t see in front of my face.

I snarled, angry that I was stuck here, in limbo, waiting.

Rescue or death.

My hand clenched around the shaft of something.

Solid, warm, heavy enough to suggest it was a weapon and weighted to one side,

A spear, maybe.

Possibly a naginata.

Why would I have a weapon-?

Light and sound rushed in, and I swung the spear a second too late.

I was dead.
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I was dreaming.

I knew it because it felt real.

The clarity was almost painful, after so long in the fuzzy dark.

I wasn’t submerged in my own nexus, anymore.

It was a memory, kind of.

When I’d lived this day the first time, it was a day with Quade. One of the years he hadn’t made it to the playoffs, and the kids were in school. We were entwined on the chaise that the decorator had put in, and he was looking at me.

It felt like something clicked into place, deep in my being, when I realized just how old my husband had become.

Fine lines creased the corners of his blue eyes, had deepened the corners of his mouth, silver threaded his hair at his temples, the wavy hair I’d adored running my fingers through two inches two long. The scrubble I’d giggled through kissing had become a short, liberally salted beard.

His lips quivered and a trembling hand came up to slide a thumb down my cheek before the fingers curved to slip behind my head.

“Quade.” My voice quavered, and his eyes went wide with shock.

“I’m dreaming, I’m always dreaming-” Before he can ramble, I reach my own hands up and cradle his face, tears welling in my eyes before I promise

“I’m alive, my heart. I’m trying to get home, I have so much to tell you, but my love has always been true.” He ducks in for a kiss, and we have it.

A glorious moment where we’re just kissing in the sun.

The world tilts a degree, and as Quade slumps in my arms, a shadow falls over us. I look up as the intruder says

“The boy is dying.”

I whimper out a ‘no’ before I realize who is speaking.

Raven.

He pulls up a seat and beckons for someone.

A coyote crosses the lawn of our house, flickering into the shape of a man.

I tilt my chin at them both, Raven’s warning reverberating in my heart.

“Raven. Coyote.” They both relax into their chairs, studying me for a moment, before Raven repeats himself

“The boy is dying without you.”  I clutched Quade closer, knowing that although this is happening on the spirit plane it’s unlikely he’ll remember it.

“What does it matter? I’m still trapped.” The words are ash in my mouth, but I say them.

Raven grins crookedly, and Coyote smiles. It’s a closed mouth thing, like he doesn’t want to show me his teeth, even by accident.

“He was born of my people in my territory, and he has Sedna’s favour when it matters, for being himself.” Coyote says the words carefully, shaping them like an ancient shaman, and Raven nods before reminding me

“And you were born in mine. Normally, we can’t interfere, but-“ They share a glance, and then, Raven extends his hands, and in them is a crown of maple leaves.

I blink at it.

I’ve seen it before. Raven offered it to me when I chose to make Victoria my home.

I declined it, then, because I’d seen enough to know that heroes- we never have it easy.

Even now, I don’t think I want it.

“It’s not mine to wear.” I rasp the words out, and Raven’s lips tighten. Coyote sighs, and then he says gently, with all the weight of the world

“There are so very many of our daughters who are lost, little darkness. They have suffered, as your body has, and still they cannot come home, be brought home. This, we can do.” Raven nodded, and added

“Your brothers are close. You only have to wear it long enough to break out.”

I tucked my face into Quade’s hair and wished this wasn’t a choice I had to make.

I wanted to go home, but if I didn’t set the terms, this would backfire. Hard.

“I will wear it, to break out, and once I have come home, I will give an offering, and the bargain is done.”

Raven shook his head and said firmly

“You will wear it for your life time, and your daughters after you. You will be the first call against magical threats, and when the Cataclysm happens, you will contain it.” I winced.

The cataclysm might kill me. I’m also the most likely to survive.

I brushed Quade’s hair back and murmured my agreement.
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I WAS HALF ASLEEP WHEN I woke up from meeting with the gods.

My body moved, but it was as if on autopilot. It was a good thing. I’d essentially been comatose since the second or third day of my captivity, and once I was able to summon Taliesin, my sword, I could tell more than days had passed.

In fact, after I slaughtered the minimal complement holding me (or at least my body hostage) I stumbled out the front door and snarled at the ward, annoyed at how remote I was.

The good news was that after I broke the ward, Taliesin hooked back into the Brotherhood’s magical matrices and I could feel the boomerang of the magical pulse he put out.

I didn’t bother keeping track of time.

The others got here when they go here.

I was about ready to slump over and snore when an SUV whipped up the drive.

Out stumbled the other three members of the Cold Steel Brotherhood. Our fearless leader and weaponsmaster, Victor, got out of the drivers’ seat, murderface in place, while Yahiko and Braxton scrambled out.

Brax carried the same massive medkit he’d had since we were teens, while Yahiko made grabby motions for Taliesin.

I grumbled a report to Vic and was promptly carried to the SUV, where I passed out.
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AFTER WE GOT BACK SOMEWHERE safe and someone put me to bed I woke in
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