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Prologue
 
They always came out on nights like these, the moon hanging low in the sky, full, with the faintest tinge of red around its edges, casting a tainted glow on the world below it. Creatures, as much shadow as form, a memory on the tapestry of the world, fast, brutal, and elusive. Creatures that they were here to hunt.
 
Fraser measured his breathing as they ran across the yard, cringing as his boot splashed in a puddle, spraying water all over him and making far too much noise. It was a quiet night. He’d be heard. But only by their prey. The wards had been in place for days around the complex. There’d be no one else here.
 
“Tired, huh?” Uriah’s voice crackled loudly through the ear piece, the hint of teasing present. Typical for him.
 
“Hardly,” Fraser murmured back. “You’re the one who stayed up till dawn was threatening.” And he didn’t look any worse for it either. Fraser had no idea how he managed that, and he was a little jealous.
 
“Any signs?”
 
Fraser stopped, looking around him. The buildings of this part of the complex were old and weathered, small affairs that had been built to house single families or double as classrooms. A purpose that they had fulfilled quite well until the larger monstrosities that lay further behind him had been built. The homes of the founding families, a far cry from what they would have been use to, and just as quickly abandoned. Now they just lay empty and forgotten about, a relic of that time. Some still stood proudly, but most of them would start collapsing in a few years, nature already doing its part as it tried to reclaim the area. They’d need to reinforce the border lines sometime soon, or it would continue to do so with a vengeance. 
 
It was quiet though, still, not a breath of wind, the night sky cloudless. Shadows hung on the edges of the buildings, deep, entrancing, enticing, wanting to drag you in. Nothing good lay in that promise. But no movement. Not even of a rodent or moth. It was too still. Too silent. Fraser took a deep breath, closing his eyes, and then opened them again as he took another look. They were here, they always were. And they never were subtle. It wasn’t in their nature. But it seemed that this time, there weren’t any near him.
 
No, that wasn’t quite right. A movement at the edge of one of the buildings caught his eye, slinking around the shadow that hung there, looking directly at him. He’d indeed been spotted. It however was unaware of the reverse.
 
“One. Small. No issue. You?”
 
“Clear and lifeless. Boringly so. Be careful.” Typical Uriah. Fraser rolled his eyes, not that Uriah would be able to see, given that he was on the other side of the complex. It was rather large, after all. But they were both good at what they did. Otherwise they wouldn’t be here.
 
Fraser started walking towards said building, discreetly pulling the magic of the night to himself, trying to look like he was still unawares, just casually strolling. Still lost. Meandering, sometimes getting closer, sometimes not. He could feel its eyes on him. Watching. Waiting. And then his cloak was complete, the creature starting to panic as it realised that he was gone. Realising too late. Fraser sprinted across the gap, sword of flame forming in his hand as he reached it, plunging it deep. Everything hissed around him as its nature fought his magic, and then it was done, the creature evaporating into a fine mist and fading away. Leaving no evidence that it had ever existed. Perhaps it had not.
 
“And dusted.” It was a stupid term, but it did unfortunately fit. He took a quick look around him. No others. “And clear.”
 
“Where are the others? This is rather unusual...”
 
Fraser shrugged. Perhaps there weren’t, and he wouldn’t complain. But, Uriah was right. It was unusual. “It’s a big area. We just need to keep looking.”
 
“Aye.”
 
Fraser carefully worked his way between the buildings, making sure to watch his step. As it had rained the night before, there were more puddles and muddy patches, but also an assortment of loose debris, likely knocked off the buildings by the winds or by vandals who hadn’t realised that this was not the place for them. And small bushes that had managed to take hold, border notwithstanding. Plenty of hazards that he’d rather avoid, and he’d dropped the cloak. It was too draining to keep up for extended periods of time. Staying quiet and being careful, your wits about you, was always a better idea. Though it was the boring way. Safer, but boring. At least he didn’t have to check inside the buildings, the light of the moon having no effect on the shadows on the inside.
 
A growl alerted him to another one’s presence, as it stepped out from behind a building in front of him. A much larger one, stronger, more wolf-like, more of a hunter. Fraser didn’t hesitate, a bolt of lightning arcing out from his hand and into the creature, throwing it back. He didn’t pause, charging straight for it, sword materialising again, which he impaled deep into the creature as it tried to get up. The familiar hissing again, claws reaching for him as its magic fought his, and failing. Its body slumped, and turned to fine mist. 
 
But he had used that element. And for all of its power, it had a strong drawback. A flash of light that had illuminated the area. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but it would have repercussions. Nothing that he couldn’t deal with.
 
“Another one sparked. A hunter grade.”
 
He could hear Uriah’s chuckled response. “I’m heading your way. They will be too. Don’t do anything silly.”
 
Of course he wasn’t going to. At least not yet. He had no intention of endangering either of them, as he wouldn’t hear the end of it, and getting hurt wasn’t that fun. Been there, done that, many times, but not in a long while. Not that any of the creatures here could actually hurt them. They were all small fry. The conditions weren’t right for anything more powerful than what he’d just vaporised. Fraser stood there and waited, looking up at the moon and the stars twinkling around it. For all its eeriness, it seemed to have no effect on what was around it up there. Science must be right on that one at least, even if everything else that was accepted as indisputable was in fact not. The irony of what had happened back then.
 
He could sense them now. They were there, slowly getting closer. Cautious, angry, and feral. But his display had made them careless, and as always, they did not understand the true nature of the situation that they were in. They just saw him as prey, his magic tempting. Alluring. That they couldn’t leave, not with the wards up, didn’t seem to matter to them at all. A hunt, almost a sport, for both sides. It was a little bit cruel, reminding him of other things, but if they were let loose, and started preying within the city, it would be a lot messier. Especially if they found one of them.
 
Another two creatures emerged from between the buildings, small ones again, stalking towards him. Fraser feigned ignorance as they crept closer, biding his time. More bolts of lighting arced from his hand as the creatures got too daring, attempting to lunge at him from behind, and meeting their end mid air. Not even a decent attempt.
 
“Two more sparked. You’re just not tantalizing enough tonight, Uri?”
 
Another chuckle. “Oh, I’m plenty tantalizing. You’re just more so.”
 
Fraser almost jumped in fright as the entire area shuddered, streaks of green arcing through the air towards him from one of the edges of the complex. He knew exactly what had happened as he started sprinting towards its source, caution thrown to the wind. The ward. Something had compromised the ward. That was not a good thing. That wasn’t meant to happen. Ever. 
 
He skidded to a stop in confusion as he reached it. A young man, who couldn’t have been much older than they were, stood there, on the grass beside the border, arms wrapped around his chest, the dark forest framing his form. It didn’t seem like he’d noticed him, wrapped up as if he was in his own pain. He’d been crying, tears staining his face, his eyes puffy and red. His appearance exuded wealth, lustrous long hair flowing down over his shoulders, with a fine braid on each side of his head. This was coupled with an expensive leather jacket, a pair of rather tight pants, and somewhat femme boots.
 
“What the hell are you doing in here? Leave!” Fraser growled. No one else should be in here. No one should have been able to get into here. That’s what the wards were for. Only those with magic could get through, but he had no marks on his hands. He wasn’t trained in its use.
 
Unless he was one of the scions.
 
A roar off from his side confirmed his suspicions, a predator-grade creature stalking its way towards them. Confident. Hungry. Fraser didn’t hesitate, scion or not, lightning streaking out of his hand and slamming into the creature. It screamed as it was sent tumbling, his magic burning into its side.
 
“LEAVE!” he screamed at the young man.
 
The man finally looked up at him, only just seeming to notice his presence. “Why...” he started, before tears started streaming down his face again. “Why are people always telling me what to do? To be. Why can't I just be left to be myself, to be who I want to be, who I am?”
 
Fraser stopped still, and stared at him. Something about him...
 
The creature roared again, picking itself up, eyes glowing red, something rather unpleasant dripping from its fangs as it resumed its advance. Yes, it was a big one, it would take more than that to kill. Not that that would be an issue. Fraser pulled his magic to himself again, sending another bolt of lightning towards it.
 
Except that nothing happened.
 
He tried again. Nothing. And again. Nothing.
 
Fear gripped Fraser as he stood there, paralysed. This had never happened before. Ever. It wasn’t a known thing. And without it...
 
The creature roared again, its tone suddenly confident as it started sprinting towards them. Towards the young man.
 
“Uri... my magic...” he managed, still rooted to the spot.
 
“Fraser?” There was genuine worry in Uriah’s voice.
 
He was going to die. They were both going to die. No. That couldn’t happen. Fraser tried his magic again. Still nothing. Growling to himself, he forced himself to move, pulling out his combat knife as he did so, running towards the young man and the creature. Something was better than nothing.
 
Except he’d hesitated for too long...
Chapter 27 – A Broken World.
 
Callie woke to the feeling of something pulling on her magic. She sat up, blinked, and then stretched, as she tried to work out what was going on, her body still feeling heavy from the sleep, her movements sluggish. It was a weird sensation, and one that she had never felt before. Not necessarily unpleasant, but just strange.
 
“Witch, why are you here?”
 
Callie glanced around, trying to find the source of the voice. It was soft and sweet, but carried an edge of experience and age. Of someone who had been through a lot, but had emerged on the other side. Not unscathed, but still the wiser for it.
 
Wait a second....
 
Everything around her was white, and all too familiar. The feeling and sensation of it. She was in her mindscape, and probably still asleep. So how the hell had this other presence gotten into her? Into her mind?
 
“Who are you?” she growled back, the realisation annoying her. “Show yourself.”
 
“I am Arianna, the last of my kind. I ask you again, Witch, why are you here?” The voice seemed to echo around her, coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. And she could feel its power now too. Powerful, but much now lost. It was... sad, drenched with emotion.
 
“My name is Callie.” Witch was just a title, one that seemed to be easily picked up on by even those who couldn’t directly see her, it seemed.
 
“Callie... that is a nice name. Why are you here, Callie the Witch.”
 
Callie sighed, resigned to this person’s? creature’s? thing’s? determination to use her title. “We are here because we were forced here, and tasked with retrieving the seed from the last totem.”
 
“Do you resent being here, Callie the Witch? This world... it is dying.”
 
“I...” She stopped before she’d even started the reply. Did she? Did they? What they had left... had not been pleasant. The memories of what her parents had done stung, still raw and fresh. “It is better than what we were in,” she finally stated, trying to bury those thoughts again. “We have a measure of our freedom back, of what was taken from us, even if it only for a time.” And if in a completely different way.
 
“Those people, they have no right over you.” A quick and clear answer, its opinion strong, as if it had viewed her memories. Perhaps it had.
 
“Things aren’t always so clear cut. Even if I wish that they were.” They had taken everything from them after all, And in that world, the one that they called home, money was essential, and the influence that her parents wielded was far too strong. At least the manifestation of Callie’s body in here was starting to feel a little better, her mind more awake. And complete too.
 
“It has been a long time, and I am indeed the last of the totems.” Arianna seemed to have gone back to her thread. Her seemed to fit, at least. The voice had a feminine quality to it, as did the name. “What will you do with it, once you have it?”
 
“I... don’t know.” She truly didn’t. “Use it to get home? We were told that we couldn’t leave this place without it.”
 
“Will you give it to the Demon, as he asked of you?”
 
“No.” That much she was certain of. She was not going to be giving anything to Riddling if she could help it. She did not trust him at all, or believe his words. As to the how of that, that was a different issue entirely, but one that she could do nothing about at the moment. They would try and become stronger, that was a given. Not that it would be easy, but it was possible, her mark more than enough proof of that. Training, bonds, it all contributed. But would they need more than that? And how would they achieve the necessary heights? She had no clue. Well, apart from Julia. Her growth seemed to be a little more straight forward at the moment, but she had a lot of training to do.
 
“You will fight him?”
 
“We will try.” That was the only answer she had. But she also knew that it would come to that. He wouldn’t take the refusal well.
 
“You have a lot of power. You carry their blessings, Callie the Witch.”
 
A power that she felt more aligned with now than she’d ever been. But still, her understanding of magic wasn’t that good. Not compared to Riddling and Amber. 
 
“Blessings?” she asked, realising that she had no idea about what Arianna was talking about.
 
“Perhaps you will be the one. We shall see.”
 
Okay, so she wasn’t going to get an answer on that one.
 
“What is it that you want from me then, that you reached out to me?” Perhaps that had already been answered with Arianna’s questions, but it never hurt to ask.
 
“A measure of you. It has been a long while, since any others have been here. Those who once were, they have all been long gone. Almost five thousand years. What was done, it broke our realm. Broke us all.”
 
Callie blinked, and just stared at the emptiness around her, unable to think of what to say. That was a very long time. Uriah was right, but they’d had no idea of the scale. 
 
“There is a sadness around you, Callie the Witch. A dissonance. Why?”
 
It took her a moment to work out what Arianna was saying, before it all just clicked into place. “The me out there, and the me here, aren’t quite the same yet.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“I don’t know!” Callie angrily shouted. Arianna had said it so matter of factly, and yet, she was not, and that had hurt her so much. “Sorry,” she then added, more sheepishly. “My magic has been changing me, but there is still a bit to go. It makes some things difficult.”
 
There was silence for a bit, Callie wondering if her shouting had made Arianna leave. Her snapping had been out of place, and yet, the pain was still so real.
 
“I wonder...” There was no anger or annoyance in Arianna’s voice, just a tinge of sadness. “Come find me, Callie the Witch. As you have already sought to do. Your lover will lead you here. His sense is true, for he carries a part of what was lost to us. Know that the journey is long. Much time will pass, but it is a journey that you must make for yourselves. And perhaps, out of all of this, you will be able to grab the future that you want. A future that we all want.”
 
And just like that, the presence was gone, the mindscape slipping away as Callie snapped awake.
 
...to find that her magic was surging around her, arcs of lighting dancing in mesmerizing patterns, the ground scarred and black, the sun just starting to rise over the horizon, long shadows stretching from them. Uriah, Julia and Felicia were all right beside her, Uriah’s arms around her as he whispered her name, her magic having left all of them alone, even as it continued its show. She wouldn’t have forgiven herself if she’d somehow managed to hurt them, even if unintentionally.
 
“Sorry,” she murmured, as she brought her magic under control, it easily and willingly doing so.
 
“You alright, Callie?” Uriah asked, finally realising that she was with them now. “Was it the totem?”
 
Callie nodded. He’d worked it out somehow. “Arianna, she called herself. She just wanted to talk. And told us to find her.” She looked up at Uriah, his ethereal features flaring in the morning light. “Thanks, Uri.”
 
“Umm, Callie, what’s this?” Julia asked as she stepped back from them, staring at the ground, somewhere between worry and amazement.
 
Callie looked at her confused, before standing up and joining her, looking at the same and observing the intent of the lines that her lightning had scoured deeply into the earth around her. Felicia was the first to comment though, her observation right on the mark. “It’s an array. Your magic was bridging the gap between you two. At least, that’s what it looks like.”
 
An array that she did not know or recognise. A form of magic that she had been largely oblivious to before they’d been sent on the mission. But was that all there was to it? She had no way of knowing. Arianna had managed to reach her in the first place, a singular person who knows how far away, in this seemingly mostly empty world. A world that had lost so much because of an event that had given her world the gift of magic. A gift that was probably not deliberate, given what she knew about it all. But the totem, Arianna, had not resented her for that. At least, it didn’t seem so. What more was going on here?
 
At least her magic hadn’t touched any of their gear either, somehow working around it as it had formed the lines. She’d happily take that. The last thing that they needed was avoidable complications.
 
 
Callie relayed to them all that Arianna had said as they broke camp, eating some food as they started their walk up the river. There wasn’t a lot that could be added, speculation around what was unsaid unlikely to actually give light to anything. They could but wait and see. But at the least, they knew they were heading in the right direction, even if they didn’t fully know what awaited them there.
 
And that there was going to be a lot of walking involved. She wasn’t a hundred percent sure how she felt about that. Like, she’d assumed that given their first few days, but now it had all but been confirmed. At least they’d all stay rather fit from it.
 
------/------
 
Callie felt it, a strange prickling in her senses, as Uriah stopped dead in his tracks, a look of fear on his face.
 
“Oh crap,” was all he managed before a large rumbling roared past them, and everything started to shake. 
 
Violently. 
 
She could see it, the ground around them seeming to roll and shift like it was waves of water, the ground cracking in places, splitting open and then being rammed back together, dirt and grass spraying everywhere. To say that she was having difficulty keeping her balance was an understatement. Standing in the river was a cake walk in comparison.
 
On instinct she turned to look at the river, almost wishing that she hadn’t.
 
“Move, move!” she screamed, trying her best to run away from it. They didn’t stand a chance, waves of water slamming into and over them, and throwing them further away.
 
And then it was over, the rumbling stopping, the ground retaking the shape that it had mostly had before, the water slowly draining away back towards the river. Callie stood, spluttering from having inhaled some water, looking for the others as she did so. They were fine, just meters from her, and also completely soaked through. Not muddy yet, but given the state of everything around them, it wouldn’t take long.
 
This world... it is dying.
 
It was more than just the sun, the dead land in which they had found themselves when they had arrived, or the missing totems. Arianna’s words echoed in her mind. That had been more than just an earthquake.
 
Nor were they alone any more. She could feel them as they appeared, the creatures of shadow, clawing their way out of the cracks that remained from the upheaval. Forms as black as night, the orange light of the sun illuminating the chaos that was contained within, things that should not exist. Scouts, hunters, and predators, Callie pulling her magic to her as she watched with worry. There were nowhere near as many as their fight against Alyther, but then, that had just been against the smallest ones. Then, she paled as a roar echoed around them, something truly monstrous bursting out of the ground near the river, looking as much a creature of water as land.
 
No. Callie shook her head, banishing the negative thoughts. They could do this. They were more than they had been before.
 
Uriah looked at her, a smile on his face, his body ablaze as his ethereal features burned brightly. “We’re doing this?”
 
Callie couldn’t help but smile back at his confidence. “We’re doing this!”
 
‘You good Felicia?’ she then sent. They were going to need her too.
 
A flash of light, and Felicia had taken on her human form, the pink, white, and blue light dancing around her as she stood beside them. “Of course. Not going to let anything touch any of you.”
 
‘Well, I’ll try not to,’ she added as she looked around. ‘That time was my first you know.’
 
“Let me guess, I’m to stay close and try not to get hurt,” Julia grumbled, almost glaring at them as she quickly moved closer, Uriah handing his backpack to her. Not a hint of fear or worry at all. Just a desire, and the want to be comparable to them all, very clear across the connection that they shared. That was part of the reason that she’d taken Vampire’s offer after all, wasn’t it. “You’re training me after this, elites.”
 
“Yes, that we will be,” Callie answered, leaning in and giving her a quick kiss on impulse. It seemed to help, and they would need to. This realm had suddenly become a lot more dangerous.
 
The creatures knew that they were here, all eyes on them. Last time they had been influenced. This time, they were not, and she had no idea at all how they were going to react. And the monstrous one, that was going to be an issue. Predators could be a pain at times, and this thing was four times its size. But right now, all of them just seemed to be waiting.
 
Callie breathed in deeply, trying to relax, and let her magic loose, arcs of lightning coursing over and around her. Hungry and ready. Eager. Uriah stood beside her, tail lazily swinging, his magic bright and intense around his hands.
 
The day had cooled, everything seeming just a little bit darker. The shadow creatures, they were absorbing its warmth, its life. And if they could get their way, them too. That day would not be today, or ever.
 
A howl from one of the smallest creatures cut through the silence as it suddenly lunged at them, and then vaporised in mid air, a tendril of her lightning slicing straight through it before it had managed to get anywhere. It had made its declaration, the intent clear. Callie reached out a hand, brushing it against Uriah’s. His magic was warm and comforting, and oh so familiar.
 
And then, just like last time, they let loose.
Chapter 39 – Haven.
 
The garden glowed with a soft purple light, Callie’s magic flowing through it, as the rain continued to thunder down outside, the occasional bolt of lightning lighting up the sky. It felt kind of reassuring in a way, familiar and comforting, even if it was wild and deadly. And this place, it was nice. Homely. Familiar.
 
“Yummy food?” Stella asked, poking one of the freshly grown pumpkins with her finger, frowning at how hard it was, and then trying to push it, and failing. She turned back to Callie, giving her the cutest pout.
 
Callie laughed, beaming at her daughter. “Yes, darling. They are very nice, as long as they are cooked properly, and you will be eating some.”
 
Stella looked at Callie, back at the pumpkin, gave it another poke, her tail swishing in annoyance, and then back to Callie. “Want milk. Blood. Pleease...?”
 
Callie rolled her eyes, leaned over and ruffled her daughter’s hair between her ears. “You are giving those up darling. And pumpkins are nice. Sweet. You’ll like them.”
 
That got a sparkle in Stella’s eyes, Stella likely just ignoring the first part of what she’d said. They had quickly learned that, like any child, Stella liked sweet things. It had taken some time and patience, but now their daughter would quite happily munch on a slice of apple or three. She had all her teeth after all. But amongst all that, she had developed some other rather strong tastes as well.
 
“Mumsy, want meat!” Stella declared, clenching her fists and staring hard at Callie. 
 
And that was one of them. She was trying to look staunch and defiant, or something, but all that she’d managed was to look even cuter. Callie giggled, trying to keep a straight face. A week without any meat was apparently torture for her. Not that they had really been lacking, but she had made it abundantly clear the few times that it had happened. Stella really had no idea how lucky she was, especially given their situation, but she was only a year old after all. Well, her growth rate though put her closer to two years, but even still.
 
“Daddy and majji did go out earlier,” Callie informed her as a peal of thunder boomed through the sky, followed by another streak of lightning that illuminated the walls around them. Stella didn’t flinch at all, still staring at Callie. “Not sure what they found though.” 
 
The hunt had been cut short by the arrival of the storm. The weather in this region was quite different from what they had experienced last winter, and she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. Not having to deal with the snow was nice, but the constant rain and gale force winds were another issue entirely. And it made going outside a lot of the time unfeasible.
 
‘No bets on what she’s about to ask next,’ Felicia sent her, an amused smile on her face as she ran her hand down Callie’s back, and then pulled her into a hug and gave her a quick kiss. Her company was always nice, especially when she sat snuggled up against her. Just being there with her, even if it was something as mundane as her growing food for them.
 
Stella walked over to them till she was standing right in front of Felicia, looked up at her, and made the expected request. “Foxy. Where Daddy?”
 
Felicia tilted her head, giving their daughter a measured look. “We could just walk, you know. It’s not like home is that big.”
 
“Fluffy,” Stella tried, giving Felicia her cutest pleading eyes.
 
“No. I think we’re walking this time, little one. You can hold both our hands, okay?”
 
Stella seemed to ponder that for a moment, before coming to a conclusion and holding out her hands. “Okay.”
 
Callie stood and dusted herself off, and then took one of her daughter’s hands, Felicia taking the other.
 
“Want meat,” Stella declared again with a huff, all but trying to drag them forward, and failing. She settled instead for walking between them as they headed away from the garden and into the building proper.
 
“We’ll see,” Callie said with a chuckle. Perhaps they would humour her this time. It was her birthday after all.
 
Arianna had been correct on a number of things. That they would be spending another winter here, and that, if they went through the pass, that there would be a city that they could shelter in during the worst of the seasons. Summer and autumn had been nice, especially once they had emerged on the other side of the mountains. The terrain hadn’t been a lot different from what they’d been used to either, but that wasn’t really surprising. It wasn’t like they’d changed continents. More plains that stretched out in front of them, some lush and a deep green, others a lot drier and golden in colour once they moved away from the rivers, and forests that stretched for a few days and then just ended abruptly, often hugging the sides of mountains. There had been a few more of those, that they’d just walked around, none as big as the range that they’d passed through, and some sections of the landscape had been rather hilly as well. The amount of wildlife had increased too, but there had been no signs of anything resembling the children of the totems.
 
The earthquakes had gotten stronger, and larger shadows had started appearing as well. Not that they caused them any trouble at all. The only one that had managed to be an issue was the titan grade from the first earthquake, and there had been no more of them since. And while some of the other larger shadows were a bit of a challenge, and provided good practice, that was the extent of it. Not that she was complaining. Callie would be more than happy to never see another titan grade shadow again. It was just plain creepy. At least Stella didn’t seem to be phased by the earthquakes or shadows at all, just another regular aspect of her life. Her giggling and laughing as she watched the fights from Felicia’s arms was both reassuring and worrying in equal measures. What exact impressions were they giving their daughter?
 
The sense of the totem’s presence was getting a lot stronger as well. It was still hard to tell how much further they had to go, as they didn’t have any measure for how strong it was meant to be, but Callie was pretty certain that this would be their last winter here, in this realm. Arianna hadn’t said anything else since Callie had contacted her about the pass, but she guessed that there really hadn’t been much need. Especially since, as the totem had said, the city that would be their winter haven lay directly on their route.
 
The city was certainly something, and if it hadn’t been for the enchantments on some of the buildings, it would have long since disappeared and been little more than a pile of rubble that nature had taken over. But there it stood, defiant to all that was happening to the realm, a relic of what had once been. And in some ways, rather beautiful too. It could crudely be described as being at the edge of a rather large lake, if you ignored the very steep cliff that it sat atop of and sprawled out from, rising as high as the lake was wide. 
 
In some aspects, it didn’t look natural. It was the kind of thing that Callie would have expected to see at the edge of the coast, where the waves battered away at the land, taking its price and leaving the landscape uniquely sculpted. Except that there were no waves here, the water of the lake still, even while some of the edges had sandy strips to them. Strips that were tinged red. Of course, the other possibility that came to mind was that at some point in the history of the land, a meteorite had impacted, its crater becoming the lake. Or a magical event that had had a similar effect.
 
The lower cliff face was pocketed with shallow caves and stone limbs that stretched out into the water, home to a variety of birds and fish, the upper reaches shear stone. The land on the slopes around the lake was still green and lush, pockets of trees within a half a day’s walk, the river that they had been following flowing both into and out of the lake, wide and lazy. The land further north of the city, or at least the direction that they had labelled as such, was covered by dense bush and plant-life and spindly trees that barely grew higher than a few meters, too difficult for them to try and travel through, but which did seem to be very much alive, even as the seasons changed. A city of potential.
 
Defying all logic, the buildings that were the most intact stood near the top of the cliff, their forms visible even as they had approached. Strong and sturdy, they were only a little higher than a story, instead preferring to sprawl out, each a complex of interconnected rooms. The reason behind that became quite obvious as the season clicked over, and winter took its hold. Thundering downpours, gale force winds, the weather itself trying, unsuccessfully, to wash it all away. Paths were carved deep into the slopes, the water rushing down them and into the lake, or sometimes into the earth as well, tunnels taking them to the cliff face, spectacular waterfalls cascading from them and into the lake, for anyone silly enough to be out there in that weather to actually watch them.
 
The winds howled, but did little more than flow around the buildings, the rain streaming off the roofs and downhill. Inside, it was warm, dry, and secure, and while they didn’t have a prepared garden space for Callie to use, it didn’t take them long to put one together. Nor did it take them long to make it their home, even if they only ended up using a portion of it. It was amazing what magic, and having time to prepare, was able
Chapter 44 – Forging One’s Path.
 
Callie had wanted it to be a footnote, a mention in passing, but apparently she wasn’t allowed to have it that way. They had made a mess at the Morestone estate after all, and in their wisdom, Julia’s parents had decided to message her parents as well. Callie could see no way in which that would go well for them, had even told them as such, but events, once set in motion, could not be stopped. She had just considered walking away before they arrived, but it was something that she needed to face, and to be honest, it would be better to get it over with now rather than later. She was not the same girl that she had been before they’d left, nor was she alone.
 
Her parents had not actually come themselves though, instead sending a squad of spellswords along with one of the family cars. A threat and an invitation. The threat meant nothing to them – none of the spellswords would be a challenge, they just didn’t have the experience or magic to be an issue, not any more. As for the invitation, they took that. Stella, at least, enjoyed the experience.
 
The family estate held nothing for her. No sense of belonging, no sense of home. It never really had, and any last shreds that had remained had gone when she had left it seven years ago to make her own home with Uriah. Walking up the stairs and in the front door just reminded her of how much her parents liked to flaunt their wealth and power, and how much she hated that now. Of how oppressive it all really felt, and of how different their worlds really were now, even if they didn’t realise it. At least no one tried to stop them or separate them like last time.
 
She had to admit that she was getting irritated by the time they reached her father’s study. They could have met them in one of the waiting rooms, or even by the front door. But no, as a show of control, they had to make their way to them, to the place where all of the talks took place. Where her parents had always attempted to exert their authority. Callie didn’t knock, she just went straight in, the others trailing behind her, Stella looking around curiously from Uriah’s arms. It was something, seeing him carry their daughter, and brought a warmth to her heart. He really had become the father of her child, just like he’d promised.
 
Just like last time her mother was seated at the desk, hands sitting on each other as she maintained perfect posture, a stern look on her face. Her father stood by the window, hands crossed behind his back, turning as they entered. A flicker of confusion crossed his face before it too took on a scowl, that perpetual displeasure with whatever decisions she decided to make.
 
“Where have you been for the last three days, Fraser?” It was her mother who spoke up first, looking straight at her.
 
Callie flinched. She couldn’t help it. That name wasn’t her any longer. It had never been. She glared back, crossing her arms across her chest. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered, or just plain insulted.” Angry, though, was a definite. “I don’t look the same as I did before, and yet you still claim to recognise me. As I said before, the last time we talked, my name is Callie.”
 
It was kind of satisfying, watching the emotions war across her mother’s face, her mouth twitch. She was pretty certain that she wanted to scream out the same bull that she always had, about Callie always being her son and everything that trailed off that excuse, but she was holding it in. Her father on the other hand, was being stone-faced about it all.
 
“I’ll give you a short run down, as we did Julia’s parents, because I guess you deserve at least that. Riddling threw us through a rift into another realm, one where time flows a lot faster. In that time, in that place, we became more than a little close, and had a child. Uriah is my husband, just as I had declared. Julia is my wife, through our own volition, as is Felicia. They are my family now, more than you ever were.” She could see her mother’s frown deepen, the disapproval just sitting there, waiting to be spat out, but she hadn’t finished. She’d say everything that she intended, and then that would be it.
 
“We don’t intend to stay here long, because this realm really isn’t our home any longer. None of this is for show, this is who we really are. Features and all, and I am as inhuman as they are, even if I don’t look it.” Callie grinned, her fangs on show, reinforcing the point. “Even in this world, where you think that you have control and understand so much, there is a so much more that is beyond you.”
 
“You stripped everything away, mother, father, in an effort to exert control over me. In that moment, you lost any final claim that you may have had of me as your child. Sure, we might be related by blood, but that is the extent of it, and it holds no meaning to me any more. We are our own people, and we will live our own lives, and you will never have any involvement in your granddaughter’s life. We also formally leave the Guardians, to strike out our own path elsewhere. Magic is not a tool for you to wield to exert your influence over everyone around you. It is a part of everyone’s lives, of this world.” Callie took a deep breath, almost done. “And I will ask once more, that you return everything that you illegally took from Uriah and myself. While it will have limited use for us now, it was never yours to take in the first place.”
 
“Where will you go?” Her father’s voice was quiet. Resigned.
 
“Another country, another realm. Somewhere where our daughter can grow up and be herself.”
 
Her father looked at her, at all of them, and then turned to face the window again, gazing out. “Leave.” It wasn’t said with malice or hatred, but rather a finality. An acceptance. Reinforcing all that she had said.
 
It was almost a relief, a weight of her shoulders, as they walked out of the estate, Callie ignoring the shouts of her mother behind her. Of how he was ignoring all that they’d done for him, ignoring his family, his responsibilities. Of the mess that he’d caused. Of what he was denying them. Callie shook her head, drowning it out. Even in those final moments, her mother was ignoring her name, ignoring her gender, who she really was. She hadn’t changed at all, and now it seemed that she was angry, because she’d never get to see or experience the granddaughter that she hadn’t even known that she’d had. Her mother had sealed her fate there a very long time ago.
 
“Hey Uri?” she asked, taking his hand, a smile on her face.
 
“Hmm?” Uriah gave her a confused look, not at all certain about what she was about to ask. After all, both of them had assumed that the visit would go much worse.
 
“Do you think I’d look good with piercings?”
 
A smile broke out across his face as he looked at her. “Yes, I think that you would.”
 
------/------
 
The cafe was exactly as Callie remembered it. Granted, less time had passed than what had for them, but even still, it felt as if time had completely stopped for this place. Neat wooden tables with cardboard menus folded in a triangle sitting on top, a small vase of flowers for each one, the smell of coffee and freshly baked spice muffins hanging in the air. Even the proprietor looked to be the same age as when she’d last been here with Uriah a few years back, and all of the staff seemed familiar. Tucked away on a side street, it was one of those cafes that was only visited by those who knew that it was there, and that had been the reason that she had chosen it, but even so, they were getting looks. Lots of them.
 
Callie sighed. She shouldn’t be surprised. She had kind of hoped that people would just be polite enough to ignore them, but it wasn’t every day that you saw a person with animalistic features, more so three of them. Probably never, actually. Sure, they could always argue it away as costume accessories or something, but it wouldn’t take the average person long to realise that they were in fact very real, nor did she want to bother trying. It was a part of who they were, and she was proud of her spouses and daughter. At least there had been no inappropriate or rude comments thus far, and no questions.
 
Not that it seemed to be bothering Stella much at all. She’d noticed, and pointed it out in her innocent and oblivious way, and then been entirely distracted by the bowl of hot chips that had been placed on the table, along with her glass of strawberry milk.
 
“More yummy milk, please mumsy?” Stella asked, holding out the empty glass and giving the cutest pleading look that she could, a line of pink milk across her top lip.
 
Callie chuckled, grabbing a napkin and giving her daughter’s face a wipe. “You’ll burst if you drink too much of that, darling.”
 
“But it’s yummy!” she pouted.
 
“No more darling,” Callie repeated with a shake of her head. “You’ve had far too much sugar today.”
 
“Chip?” Stella tried hopefully.
 
“Sure,” Callie relented, selecting a couple of them, and then passing them to her daughter once she was sure that they weren’t too hot. Of course that would just make her thirsty, but she could have some water instead.
 
“I swear you spoil her more than the rest of us,” Julia teased, brushing some of Stella’s hair out of her face.
 
Callie leaned over, and gave Julia a kiss. “I’m not so sure about that. But she deserves it irrespective.”
 
“Single child, four parents.” Uriah shook his head. “She’s more than a little spoiled. She is very spoiled. But that is our prerogative.” He couldn’t hide his smile as he gave their daughter another chip.
 
The bell above the cafe door tinkled, a gust of warm air blowing in, carrying with it the scent of the town, and two new arrivals. People who were very familiar to them. Callie watched as they walked their way over to them. Their clothes were the same as last time, Dryad’s very revealing and attracting every eye as she walked past, and Amber with her goth look, supplemented this time by some black makeup and attracting just as many stares.
 
“Oh, she’s cute! When are we having one?” Dryad said as she sat down, arms folded on the table as she leaned forward and gave Stella her biggest smile.
 
“Hello pretty lady!” Stella declared, before tilting her head contemplatively, fluffy ears twitching. “You’re like mumsy!”
 
“Am I?” Dryad responded with a chuckle. “I hope that’s a good thing.”
 
Stella gave a cute little shrug. “She kills bad people.”
 
Callie felt a chill go down her spine as Amber’s gaze rested on her, the vampire having seated herself beside her lover, glass of water in her hands. A long hard stare, only interrupted as Stella turned to look at her, frowned, and hissed. That at least seemed to get a reaction from Amber.
 
“What have you done?”
 
“That’s a very open question, Amber,” Callie answered with a sigh. “And I could ask the same of you. You owe us answers. A lot of them.” Reaching into the bag on the seat beside her,  she pulled out Soryen’s dagger, and placed it on the table in-between them. The flicker of recognition was unmistakable.
 
“Are you sure you want to talk here?”
 
“Yes. Stella is enjoying herself, and it’s been a long time since we’ve been able to enjoy an atmosphere like this. Probably the last time for a long while too.
 
“You have plans?”
 
“We have plans... that rely on you.” Callie sighed again, sinking back into the seat. “Perhaps I’m being foolish, after all that has happened, all that we’ve learnt, all that you and others have done, but I want to be able to trust you, Amber. You are, in the end, the reason why we have what we have now. The reason that our daughter is even able to be.”
 
“The bond array...” Amber’s eyes went wide, her fangs teasing her bottom lip. “Show me your full mark.”
 
There was no power behind it this time, just the simple request. Slipping off her hoodie, Callie stretched out her arm, and then turned slightly, so that Amber could see her back. Her mark now flowed down over her shoulder blade and down to the centre of her back. Granted, part of the mark would be covered by the sports top, but she wasn’t going to be taking that off. She’d never seen herself as a tattoo girl either, but she didn’t mind her mark. It was a part of her and her magic, after all. Maybe that was part of the reason that she wanted piercings now as well, but hey, she found the look attractive, and the smile that Uriah had given her when she’d suggested it had just sealed the deal.
 
“By the gods...” Amber stared at her for a bit, eyes taking her all in, before she then looked down at the table and took a long drink, scowling at the taste.
 
“Coffee’s more palatable,” Julia quipped as Callie put her hoodie back on. She wasn’t going to show it to the whole world.
 
“She’s the child of all four of you, isn’t she?” Amber eventually said, pushing the glass of water away from her.
 
“Yes. In all senses.”
 
Amber narrowed her eyes. “You have no idea how dangerous that is, how dangerous she is. Vampires are turned, not born.”
 
“Oh, it gets more complex than that,” Callie said as she picked up Stella and gave her a hug, her daughter squealing in delight. “And that’s ignoring the ways in which the bonds have changed us all.” She teased her bottom lip with one of her fangs for emphasis.
 
“We are bonded you know,” Dryad said, leaning back and causing Callie to blush. “And we’re both rather powerful, all things considered, but even so, it’s nowhere near the strength of what you have. Nowhere as intimate. I’m somewhat jealous.”
 
“Do you want it to be?” Amber looked over at her lover, a slight tinge to her cheeks. “They just went all in, no restraints, nothing withheld. Taking everything that is involved. The good and the bad. Yes, that she has a title is part of it, but so do we.”
 
There was a moment of silence as Dryad looked back, Callie feeling uncomfortable, like they were intruding on a private part of their lives, before she finally spoke. “Yes, I would like that.”
 
Callie felt it, a surge of power as magic flowed between them. Delicate, intimate. Passionate. Both ladies blushed, magic flowing around their fingers as rings manifested on them. Delicate bands of gold inlaid with two gems. One ruby, one emerald.
 
“Why did you not do that when you two first made it official?” Callie asked. It had just been that way for them from the start after all.
 
“Because we were more cautious. I’ve been hurt, many times. We both have. Magic is dangerous, and always double bladed. I said as much when I gave Julia her gift.”
 
“And because you two weren’t fully aware of the potential. You borrowed some of that understanding from us, didn’t you?” Julia narrowed her eyes at Amber, her expression somewhere between a grin and a scowl.
 
Amber shrugged, her eyes betraying her amusement. “You are my daughter, after all. We do have a connection. Your growth in power though is impressive, much more so than I ever expected, and that’s ignoring the effects of your bonds. How long were you there, in that other realm?”
 
“Two years.”
 
Amber blinked, leaning back in her seat as she looked at them, and at Stella. “A dying realm...”
 
“It’s gone now, Amber,” Callie said, her voice low, unable to hide her sadness. “It collapsed a month after we returned, no one left to hold it together. Because...” She didn’t want to finish that thought. She didn’t know the full truth. Not yet, anyway.
 
“What happened, Callie?”
 
“Riddling happened.” Callie frowned at the memory of the man. She really, really, hoped that he was dead now, that he would never bother them again, but there was that fear in the back of her mind that perhaps he’d show up again, at some point in the future. Yes, they’d seen his charred corpse, but his title freaked her out. The way that it just seemed to hang there, like a blot, a stain, on the tapestry of life.
 
Amber gave her a look, eyebrow raised, waiting for her to continue.
 
“We’ll show you what happened, Amber, what we’ve been through, and the events of the last day too, as a show of trust, and because I think that you need to know. The consequences of the actions of your group. Yes, we all benefited. This realm, all of us, and you and your group as well, but the cost was catastrophic. That knowledge, the final moments, and their wishes and dreams, are something that we will carry for the rest of our lives. I carry a part of them all, after all. Of every totem.” Callie paused, watching Amber’s reaction. She wasn’t giving much away, looking at her more with curiosity than anything else now. “Yes, we want answers from you, and knowledge too, but more than that, we’d like friendship. We have, after all, been rather violently thrust into your world.”
 
“Show, huh? Rather than tell?” Her choice of words hadn’t been lost on Dryad.
 
“I don’t think we ever learnt your name?" Two could pick on particulars.
 
“That’s because I never mentioned it.” Dryad gave her a soft smile. “It’s Laurenya.”
 
“Laurenya,” Callie repeated, feeling how it sounded to say it. “That’s a nice name.”
 
“So...” Laurenya gave her a questioning look.
 
“Please don’t reject the magic.” Callie let the array flare to life around them, the glow bright and sudden. They already had a connection, and she knew the spell well enough now that she didn’t need a physical manifestation. No lightning theatrics, no damage to the cafe. If she was lucky no one would notice anything, unless someone sensitive to magic was nearby.
 
Her mindscape was still pure white. She was a little disappointed in that, but on the other hand, she had no idea what would trigger the change. Time, probably. And experiences. She had a lifetime of those ahead of her, and she was looking forward to it. Everyone was there. Her spouses, daughter, and Amber and Laurenya. Stella was giggling, looking around in wonder that everything had suddenly changed, and the guests new to here were looking more intense. Laurenya looked a lot greener, more alive, and more seductive, while Amber’s presence bordered on terrifying. How close was she to being one of the original vampires? There were such things, right?
 
“Where did you learn this one?” Amber asked with a sigh. “It’s not a form of magic that I recognise at all.”
 
“From a totem. The last one, Arianna.”
 
“A raw, primal spell, refined to something quite deliberate. You are full of surprises.” Amber’s presence seemed to soften a bit. “So, what is it that happened then? Show me these two years, and all that transpired around it.”
 
The benefit of the mindscape was that she could do that and more. She told Amber and Laurenya everything that had happened, starting from when Amber had turned Julia, and all that followed. Not all of the sex of course, intimate stuff was off the menu, but the experiences, the travels, and the battles, that she was going to share. Words, images, emotions. She told their tale with honesty, no hiding how she felt about some aspects, including Arianna’s death, and Riddling’s actions. Nor did she hide any of what had happened since their return. It had been a very long day, but she wasn’t sure when or where exactly it would end. Hopefully after this.
 
Amber sat in silence as the spell ended, the magic fading from around them. No marks, no indications remaining that she’d cast it. Just as always, only a mere moment had passed, even though Callie felt like she’d been talking for hours. There had indeed been a surge of power, but it seemed none of the patrons had noticed, and they weren’t getting any more glances their way than they’d already had.
 
“He didn’t deserve that end. He was a nice boy.” Amber reached out, finger lightly touching the dagger. “He should never have gotten involved. Not with E’iures. Not with any of this.” She shook her head, the sadness evident. “Alyther needs to know though. Perhaps it’ll help him accept all that has happened.”
 
“That we intended to do, but...” But they had no way of reaching him.
 
“Let me be the one to tell him,” Amber said with a wave of her hand. “We were companions for a time, and he may well still be sore after your last confrontation. He will listen to me, he is aware of my power. If he wants to meet you after that, we can arrange it.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “You know, he was one of the creators of the Guardians, along with E’iures and Jean-mark. They had a massive fallout about a decade ago, and he left.”
 
“Jean-mark? Were-bear?” That was her only guess, the only one whose name she’d never learnt.
 
“Is that what you called him?”  Laurenya laughed. “It fits, though, even if that isn’t even close to his title.
 
“Is he still with the Guardians?”
 
“No. He fell in love and got married only a couple of years in, and then moved as far away as he could, to distance himself from it all. I doubt that we’ll hear from him for a couple more decades at least.”
 
“What, you’re surprised?” Laurenya laughed at Callie’s very much surprised expression. “We’re all people in the end, irrespective of gender and race, and he just happened to find something that was more important to him. He knew that he couldn’t leave, and unlike some of the others, he decided to make the best of it. Perhaps, in the end, he was the most sensible of us all.”
 
“Except he has a title, and powerful magic. He’ll outlive them all. His love, his family.” Julia frowned. “And that is kind of sad.”
 
“That is part of the cost of power.” Amber had a distant look. “That is why many of us are careful. He was well aware of that, and we did remind him. But it is his life, his choices.”
 
“Why did you never leave, Amber? Unlike the others, you two were never trapped here.” Callie wasn’t sure if she should ask, but in the end, it was important. She wanted to know, especially since this aspect of the vampire was rather important to them. They were going to need her help there after all. “You are, after all, a realmwalker, like Soryen.”
 
Amber looked surprised, Laurenya laughing beside her. “I told you they’d work it out. It is kind of obvious, after all.”
 
“It’s complicated.” Amber crossed her arms and leaned back in the chair. “And in some respects, this realm is rather fascinating. One young in magic, with many things that don’t exist elsewhere. In part guilt, in part a feeling of responsibility, and in part because I wanted to see who would rise out of it all. Titles are rare, but they exist in all of the realms. Those who have them have an impact on those around them, and the world around them too. It’s an inevitability.” Her eyes narrowed at Callie. “As you have, and will continue to do so. The Guardians here have always tried to keep magic under wraps, flexing their influence to do so. You know this, you were a part of it all, and yet, here you are, no longer hiding. It is only a moment in time, but it will have a ripple effect, no matter what your parents try to do.”
 
“What happened, Amber. What was it that you all did, that dragged the totems here?” And killed a realm. She didn’t want to add that though. Amber already knew now, from what she’d shown them, and her feelings on that. Perhaps they hadn’t realised the full consequences of their actions, but that was a poor excuse. She had felt Amber’s sadness though, even if it was just surface deep.
 
Amber took a deep breath, and sighed, playing with her fingers and her ring as she stared at the surface of the table. “We made a mistake, a big one. I knew that as soon as the magic activated, but by that point it was too late, and we had no option but to move forward with it. Some things are not reversible, once a threshold is crossed. And perhaps there was still an element of greed present as well. Blinded by the potential that could still lay ahead. For all that happened, E’iures’ arrays were more than impressive. A work of art almost, breaking rules and allowing things to happen that normally cannot. Should not. But there was always a cost with respect to them, a cost that was often paid for by the land itself. A cost that this world had never been able to support, too young in its growth.”
 
Amber looked up at her, sadness on her face. “It was called the grand working. A narcissistic title all things considered, but one that played to its proposed intentions. E’iures was good friends with Soryen, but I guess, as we know now, that was but a facade. It was something that they hatched together, a way, in theory, to save a dying kingdom. Alyther’s kingdom. And give those involved a little more as well. Blessings that turned out to be more real than I had ever thought. I was the outlier to all of this, a wanderer in the land, doing as I pleased. They knew of me though, and my power, and when the call went out for the heroes of the land to gather together to help save it from the waste that was eating away at it, I found myself being pulled into it.”
 
“Sure, sure.”  Laurenya giggled, causing Amber to blush a deep shade of crimson. “I’m pretty sure it was because you saw a pretty lady that you found rather attractive, and then spent the better part of year trying to woo her, falling in love in the process.”
 
Callie blinked, looking at her with equal parts surprise and wonder.
 
Amber blushed again, tracing her finger gently across the ring. “Laurenya was engaged to Alyther. I... may have had eyes for her. When he eventually realised that she was no longer his, he broke off the engagement, but it wasn’t without some pain, and it did fracture the party quite a bit.”
 
“Not that we were a cohesive group in the first place,” Laurenya added. “I can’t say that I was happy with Alyther. But with Amber...” Callie had to look away, Laurenya’s smile making her blush.
 
“There was a lot of prep work for the spell. Anchor points to lay, cracks to open or reinforce. Shadows to purge. Arrays to lay. It was on a level like nothing that anyone had ever seen. Not even myself. It took the better part of a year and a half to go from conception to realisation. Not that we were privy to all of its parts, some of it being done in secret, delicate aspects that were dealt with by E’iures or Soryen. Connections that they had forged, reagents that needed to be gathered. Soryen disappeared a couple of months out from its completion, and perhaps that should have been a warning, but we were too involved, too deep at that point, to realise the truth behind it all.”
 
“We were naive.” Amber shook her head. “I was naive, even for all of my knowledge about it, about realms. About where the power was coming from. The true nature of these creatures. When the spell activated, when the totems were pulled from their realm, tethered by the magic that  E’iures had crafted, held there by the sacrifice of their children, all I could see was the raw power, and the potential. To save the kingdom, breathe new life into it, and grant a measure of it to those involved. I... I never had need of it. Ever. Not with what I am. Laurenya, perhaps, but even then, we should have stepped away, before it had gotten to that point. I don’t think that E’iures ever had any intention of sharing that power with anyone else though. Sure, the arrays hinted at it, but he’d had other fail-safes in place. The truth of that will probably never be known though.”
 
“Because they didn’t let him.” Laurenya’s grin was vindictive. “The totems had their own plans, and we didn’t notice till it was too late. They used the rifts, shifting themselves into this realm, and dragging us along with them. We didn’t have to follow of course, but we were still trying to complete the grand working. The drop in our power was considerable, no longer boosted by the arrays that E’iures had set, another warning, but nothing compared to when they closed the rifts. That stung, on many levels. Then on top of that, they pretty much ignored us, casting their own spells, becoming the seeds that gifted magic to this world.”
 
“We benefited from that, as a side effect,” Amber said, picking up from her lover. “Everyone one within the effective radius did. Some more than others, depending on their compatibility. And then there was you, the little child right on the front lines, holding on to the small fox cub that you’d rescued. They’d taken notice of you, felt a kinship with you, and granted you their blessing. Born as the witch well before you awakened, along with your best friend.”
 
“Or perhaps you had already awakened, but were repressed instead?” Laurenya offered, seeing Callie’s expression as a memory jumped into her mind.
 
“Perhaps,” Callie agreed, sinking into Uriah.
 
“The rest is history. Well, for this side at least. We knew straight away that returning wasn’t going to be an option. Well, for them at least. I never revealed what I was, though I do wonder if E’iures had an inkling. We stayed together for a while, and then just drifted apart, the common cause gone. Alyther has never given up on his own world though, always seeking a way to return, to his people, to his kingdom. But I suspect that even he knows the truth. That his kingdom is no more, especially after all of this time. We felt it, just as we went between the realms, the drain and impact that the grand working had on the land. On his kingdom. I have no doubt that they paid the cost as well, torn apart by the hunger of the array. E’iures never gave up seeking the totems power it seems. As to what he did over these last twenty years I am not fully sure, but I suspect that there are a lot of things that I don’t want to know about on any level. For now, at least, he is gone.”
 
“Say what you will, place what blame you will. There is guilt there that we can never erase. We all had a part to play in it, aware or not.” Ambers smile was sad, but there was glint in her eyes, a fierceness, that said a lot more. “But remember that you benefited from it as well, both then, and now, E’iures’ arrogance and greed bringing your daughter into the world.” 
 
Amber looked directly at her as she leaned back, folding her arms once again. “What you have between the four of you, Callie, is nothing short of astounding. I may have provided the catalyst, but you have taken it all and made it your own. And added so much more to it. You have surprised me, Callie the Witch. In many ways, and perhaps you remind me of times long past, of when I was a lot younger. I am not adverse to a friendship between us. In fact, I would rather like that. Perhaps it is time that we stretch our legs again. We both, after all, have outgrown this realm.”
 
Laurenya giggled as she leaned into Amber, threading her arm through her lovers, a playful smile accentuating her features. “A new party. That sounds nice.”
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