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      I sat back in my chair, trying to appear relaxed. Her steel gray eyes followed my every move. She could tell if I was lying, if I was nervous, or if I was holding back. Detective Kay Beckett wasn’t anybody's fool. She was the best officer in the NYPD, and she didn’t give a crap that I was a mage.

      She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “Logan Blackwell, you have a reputation.”

      “Is that so?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “The incident in St. Louis, the explosion in Prague, and the city block that was destroyed in Dublin,” she said, counting off the incidents on her slender fingers. “Everyone knows it was you.”

      “Yet no one has proof,” I said, a grin sliding across my face. “There are always accusations, but if you can’t make them stick, they’re just gossip.”

      This probably shouldn’t be fun, but it was. It was a challenge, and not much was these days.

      She snorted and crossed her arms. “Are you saying you didn’t destroy the arch in St. Louis?”

      “I’m saying no one can prove it was me. Why would someone even want to destroy a landmark like that?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it? What would drive a detective with the IMIB to cause such destruction everywhere he goes?” She lifted her water and took a sip. Condensation dripped from the bottom of the ice cold glass.

      I swallowed, my throat painfully dry. I was practically dying of thirst. “Would you believe me if I said it was an accident?”

      She set her glass down and leaned in. “No. I also don’t think that’s a very good excuse. It makes me trust everything you say a little less.”

      “Well, we can’t have that,” I said, leaning in. Her perfume drifted across the table. It was light and tasteful. “Trust is important in these sorts of situations.”

      “So, tell me Logan, is your boss covering for you? Or do you just buy your way out of things?” she asked.

      “Is that what you’ve heard? That I buy my way out of things?” I asked, feigning shock. I couldn't quite keep the amusement off my face, which she noticed immediately.

      Her eyes narrowed and she pinned me down with a glare. “Answer the question, Blackwell. I’m not here to play games with you.”

      Sighing, I leaned back in my chair. “Fine. The answer is neither. Every single instance has been completely justified. However, the St. Louis Arch wasn’t entirely my fault.”

      “Oh, now you’re trying to justify what you’ve done?” She grabbed her glass again, shaking her head. My eyes followed the water, my thirst growing worse as she taunted me with it.

      “How else was I supposed to stop––”

      “I’m so sorry for the wait, sir,” the waiter said, finally appearing with my glass.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said with a nod, grabbing it before he could set it down and draining half in one gulp.

      “The appetizers will be here momentarily. I’ll go ahead and get you a refill as well,” the waiter said, eyeing my half-emptied glass.

      “If you were that thirsty, I would have given you a drink,” Kay said with a laugh. The smile brightened her face.

      She looked beautiful this evening. Her black hair hung in loose waves around her shoulders. She’d even worn a dress, which I hadn’t expected. It was some kind of shimmery, black material that hugged her curves. The neckline made it extremely difficult to keep my eyes on her face, but I was doing my best.

      “It’s fine, I wasn’t even that thirsty,” I said, waving her suggestion away.

      She raised her brow. “You know I can tell when you lie, right?”

      “You’re not supposed to use your detective skills on a date,” I teased with a smirk.

      She shook her head with a smile and relaxed back in her chair, her gaze wandering toward the windows. We had a decent view of Central Park from the dining room of the Met.

      I’d gotten reservations a week ago then asked Kay out. I’d consulted with her on a homicide that had turned out to be under the jurisdiction of the IMIB –– International Magical Investigations Bureau –– where I worked as a detective and we’d hit it off. It wasn’t every day that I met a woman I was interested in having more than a one-night stand with. Especially a human woman. I was almost one hundred fifty years old –– mages were very long-lived –– and there was a strange disconnect with humans most of the time.

      I didn’t despise them for their differences, I just rarely had any reason to form a relationship with one of them. Many humans, or as we called them, prosaics, were suspicious of mages and other supernatural races. They thought of us as arrogant and reckless. We were harder to kill and less prone to disease, so it changed our outlook on life.

      “I was surprised you actually asked me out,” Kay said, her eyes returning to my face. They really were piercing. I could completely understand why she had a reputation as an interrogator. She got confessions more than any other detective in the city.

      I tapped my finger against my glass. “Why were you surprised? We spent the entire case dancing around each other.”

      She laughed. “That we did. However, you also have a reputation for inviting women over for one night, not out to dinner.”

      I frowned, feeling a little insulted. “People gossip too much. Though it’s true, I don’t date much.”

      “Well that’s pretty typical for IMIB agents and NYPD officers, so I guess I can’t judge you too harshly for that.” She picked up her menu and scanned the options briefly. “Do you have a favorite? I’ve come to the museum dozens of times, but never the restaurant.”

      “I’ve actually never been here before either, so your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize that. I can show you my favorite exhibits after we eat.”

      “That would be great,” I said with a smile. It seemed like the interrogation part of the date was over.
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      The museum was much less crowded this near to closing than it had been when we first arrived. Eating first, per Beckett's recommendation, had been a smart choice.

      We were currently wandering through a gallery filled with Italian decorative pieces. They had the room divided up between prosaic and supernatural items to highlight the cultural differences between the two.

      I stopped in front of a formerly cursed chair. Apparently, it had prematurely aged anyone unlucky enough to sit in it.

      It was a hideous brocade thing with skulls carved into the wooden handles. Honestly, anyone who sat in that was just dumb. It looked cursed.

      "Nasty piece of work," Beckett commented, reading the tag explaining its history while slipping her arm into mine. This date was going better than expected in many ways. She was easy to talk to if a little...intense at times.

      "It says it was made in 1702. Were you alive when this was made?" she asked, raising her brow at me.

      I laughed. "I'm not that old."

      If we were both prosaics, our age difference would turn this into a sugar daddy and golddigger kind of relationship. Mages lived much longer than prosaics, and we seemed to age differently. Our minds held up to the passage of time. We adapted better. As a result, most prosaics couldn’t tell how old we were.

      An announcement over the loudspeakers alerted us that the museum would be closing in fifteen minutes and asked us to head toward the exit.

      Beckett grabbed my hand. "There's one last exhibit I have to show you before they kick us out."

      We jogged through the exhibits to a nearby gallery, passing a few other people that were actually obeying the announcement. This place was massive. The entire museum was two million square feet. It had five floors, though many of the exhibits were several stories tall which meant the upper floors were nothing more than a few rooms on the edges of the structure.

      As we rounded a corner, we almost ran into a security guard.

      "Oh sorry––" Beckett froze, recognition dawning on her face. "Mr. Garrett?"

      "Kay?" A smile lit up his wrinkled face. They embraced, both grinning wildly.

      "I had no idea you worked here now!" she exclaimed, taking a step back but keeping her hands on his arms.

      "Started about six months ago, after I retired. I'm getting too old to run around after criminals. I thought at first they were just getting faster, then realized I was old, fat, and slow." He chuckled, shaking his head. "Who's this with you?"

      "Logan Blackwell, an IMIB agent," she said, introducing us. "And my date for the evening."

      "Your date? Oh, well isn't that a surprise," Mr. Garrett said, shaking my hand firmly with a smile.

      "Oh hush," she said, crossing her arms.

      "How do you two know each other?" I asked, curious.

      "He was my father's partner," Beckett answered with a smile.

      "Where are you two headed in such a hurry?" Mr. Garrett asked.

      "I wanted to show him the stained glass in the Medieval Treasury, we somehow skipped it on the way here."

      Mr. Garrett glanced at his watch, then waved us on. "Alright, go ahead. I'll come find you in twenty minutes and walk you out."

      We both nodded our thanks and hurried on toward that exhibit.

      "I didn't realize your father was a detective as well," I said as we walked.

      She nodded, face going somber. "He was killed in the line of duty the year I joined the academy."

      "I'm sorry to hear that." I squeezed her hand lightly. No one liked having their dead parents brought up. Especially on a date. I was seriously out of practice.

      "No worries, you had no way of––"

      Four loud explosions in quick succession shook the building and the lights went out, plunging us into total darkness.
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      The emergency lights flickered on, casting an orange glow in the gallery. Beckett and I peeled ourselves off the wall and crept toward the entryway we'd just passed through. This was not good. On a scale of getting a kiss goodnight to getting a glass of wine thrown in your face, this was a bad turn closer to having your date call the police. Except she was the police.

      Beckett had pulled a baton out of...well, I didn't know where. She had a flashlight in her other hand. Some prosaics carried guns, but most used other weapons. Guns became useless artifacts after the supernaturals came out of the closet almost a century ago. Any mage worth their salt could protect against that kind of attack with a simple anti-high-velocity shield spell, and most prosaics could get their hands on enchanted clothing that did the same thing.

      "Where were you keeping all that?"

      "You don't want to know." She hurried toward the door and peeked around the corner. "That sounded like it came from the direction of the entrance, right?"

      "I think it came from several directions, actually," I said, following close behind her and drawing a rune of revelation in the air. It would give me a snapshot of the immediate vicinity to let us know if we were alone or not.

      The bright lines of magic floated in the air for a moment before dissolving with a pop. An outline of the area around us formed in the air. Two red dots hovering in a room signified the two of us. There was no one nearby. "We're alone, we should head toward the entrance and see what the hell is going on."

      "I have a bad feeling about this," Beckett said quietly, her fingers tightening on her baton.

      "Me too."

      Explosions, especially at a place like this, were never accidental. The only question was whether it was a robbery, or if someone was planning on flattening the place. I could probably keep us alive if they did, but it'd be a pain in the ass.

      We both went silent as we crept through the dimly lit halls. The emergency lights made the place eerie. The statues and paintings were cast in shadow. Our breathing seemed overly loud.

      Following the signs that directed us toward the entrance, we rounded a corner. Ahead of us was a bigger room that housed the Medieval Sculpture Hall. The statues stood frozen in place like pale, stone ghosts beneath the vaulted ceiling.

      A shout rent through the place, echoing off the stone floors. There was a loud snarl, and the shout cut off abruptly.

      Before I could stop her, Beckett kicked off her heels and sprinted toward the sound. There was nothing to do but follow. I thought I was reckless, but any prosaic who would charge at a werewolf with nothing but a baton and a flashlight had to be absolutely insane.

      As we wove through the statues, I spotted a glimpse of the werewolf's yellow eyes reflected in the light of Beckett's flashlight. It was half-shifted –– something many weres preferred since it was quicker and you kept your opposable thumbs –– its back stooped and its face caught between a snout and a human face. The creature's hands were misshapen, with claws extending from the fingertips. Patchy black fur sprouted from his skin. A body lay at his feet in a growing pool of blood.

      "Police! Put your hands up!" Beckett shouted as she slid to a halt about twenty feet away. That was good. She knew to keep her distance.

      I circled around to the left, fingers twitching for the katana I usually carried. Of course, for this one date, I thought it'd be polite to leave it at my apartment. I didn't expect to be fighting werewolves.

      The creature growled, baring its teeth at her. "Not going to happen, prothaic." His massive teeth causing him to speak with a lisp.

      Before Beckett could speak again, he charged. Electricity crackled to life on Beckett's baton. She sidestepped the werewolf's aggressive charge and swung it like a baseball bat, catching him in the stomach. He roared in pain as his muscles contracted sharply.

      The prosaics had learned to deal with supernaturals. They'd always be at a disadvantage, but they poked at every weakness they could. A burst of electricity that intense would kill another prosaic, but would only temporarily cripple a shifter. Vampires got maced with garlic. And mages...well, it was really better to just have another mage.

      She brought the baton down on his back in two sharp whacks. He seized with each strike, then went still. His half-shift faded with his loss of consciousness. The claws returned to hands and his misshapen head returned to normal, revealing a man in his mid-thirties, at least in dog years, with a paw tattoo on his cheek. If that gang sign was what I thought it was, then he definitely wasn't an upstanding citizen. Not that it was really in question at this point.

      I ran over to them, magic still ready at my fingertips just in case he woke up.

      "You could have helped," she snapped, keeping her baton ready as I knelt and began searching his body.

      "Helped? You charged a werewolf then beat his ass with a baton. Pretty sure you didn't need help." I found a radio on his belt, zip ties in the pockets of his cargo pants, and a knife that was big enough to be classified as a machete. "Why does he even need a knife?"

      "Can we tie him up?" Beckett asked, adjusting the grip on her baton.

      "He'll break the zip ties easily. If we can't tie him up with silver, he won't be held. Honestly, even that's risky if he's determined enough."

      As if on cue, he twitched. She whacked him again and electricity leapt through his body.

      "Well, I guess you could just beat him to death," I said with a shrug.

      "Shut up. You're one of them, come up with a solution," she snapped, having lost her sense of humor. Glancing at the body near us, I couldn't really blame her.

      I dragged a hand down my face and sighed. "Alright, give me a moment."

      There were holding spells, but they wouldn't keep him from making noise, which was risky if there were others. I had no doubt there were others.

      Voices and footsteps drifted through the exhibit at the same time the radio keyed up. I quickly switched the volume off, grabbed Beckett's arm, and sprinted toward the nearest doorway.

      "What the hell are you doing? We can't just leave him," she hissed, yanking her arm away but still following me.

      "I'd rather catch them by surprise than the other way around. It sounded like multiple voices. If they're mages, I can't protect you and fight them at the same time."

      We slipped around the corner and pressed our backs against the wall, breathing heavily. The voices grew louder as the group entered the large exhibit we'd just been in.

      "Keep the hostages on that side of the museum. We don't want the police to have any reason to pay attention to the north side of the museum," a feminine voice said.

      She had a light accent I couldn't place, which made me suspect another mage. After a long life of travel, our accents and dialects tended to become muddled, and in some ways became distinctive in their own right. The advent of the Rune Rail, which allowed supernaturals to travel between any major city in less than twenty minutes, had only made this effect stronger.

      "We're sticking to the plan," a gruff voice replied. It ended on a bit of a growl like he was a half-shifted were, but he did not sound wolf-like.

      The footsteps stopped abruptly and there was a hissed command to spread out. After a few tense moments, I heard movement again.

      "Is he dead?" the woman asked.

      "No," a second male voice replied. There were at least three of them then.

      The woman, who I decided must be in charge, said something I couldn't quite catch, then snapped, "Wake him up."

      There was a cracking noise, then a yelp of pain from the werewolf Beckett had beaten. "Whaa––"

      "What the fuck happened, Reynolds?" the leader demanded.

      "Bish...hit me..." he slurred, still feeling the effects of the baton.

      The flare of a magical signature, momentarily unsuppressed due to rage, almost made me lose my breath. This guy was not weak. "Was it a guard?"

      "No, a woman. Prosaic," Reynolds said, finally managing to speak clearly.

      "If some prosaic thinks she can play hero, then she can die. You and you, find her." The leader gave her orders then the footsteps picked up, moving faster now. Luckily, they weren't headed directly for us. They were, however, headed for the American Wing of the museum.
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      We held our breaths until the exhibit hall became silent once again. I quickly cast the same rune as before to show me how many people were near us.

      The smoky map of the area appeared. Three dots quickly disappeared from the map heading north. Three others were spreading out to begin their search. We had a few minutes before one of them came anywhere near us.

      "We need to get a message out," Beckett said, pulling her phone out of a pocket in her dress. "Shit."

      "What?"

      "No signal. It's blocked." She shoved the phone back in her pocket.

      "Those explosions had to have been heard outside the museum, and a place like this is going to have an alarm system. The police are probably already here." Keeping the map up, I motioned for Beckett to follow me in the opposite direction of one of the people searching for us. If I was remembering the layout correctly, we'd be able to come up behind him. This place was a little like a maze, and every gallery seemed to be connected.

      We crossed through the large exhibit silently.

      "The police haven't tried to enter yet, at least not that we've heard," Beckett whispered.

      "They said they had hostages. The police may be trying to negotiate."

      She shook her head. "I don't know. Something feels wrong. And what hostages would they have? The museum was closed when the attack started."

      I stopped walking abruptly and she ran into my back. "The dining room. It is open an hour and a half later than the rest of the museum."

      "We need to find them first then and get them out somehow," she said, immediately walking in that direction.

      I dropped the rune powered map and jogged to catch up with her, tamping down on my magical signature. It wasn't safe to keep using magic as we moved through the museum. They probably had other mages with them, and they'd be able to feel my magic just like I'd be able to feel theirs. My magic was also especially...unruly. Some people might argue I was cursed, but I preferred to just think of it as powerful.

      "We have to be careful approaching the hostages. They've likely set up a trap," I said, growing increasingly uncomfortable doing this with a prosaic. She had been good against the werewolf, but that's not all we were facing. She was lucky there had been just one of them in that particular exchange.

      "Obviously, Logan. This isn't my first hostage situation. Is it yours?"

      "No," I said carefully to keep from losing my temper. "However, as a prosaic officer, I doubt you would have dealt with many situations involving mages, since the IMIB will be outside as soon as it's clear the attackers aren't prosaic."

      Light blinded us momentarily. Magic rushed to my fingertips and I almost let loose an attack before Beckett shoved my arms to the side.

      "It's Mr. Garrett!" she hissed.

      The guard stepped out from around the corner, limping. Blood dripped from the side of his head and he was covered in dust.

      "What the hell happened?" Beckett asked, running over.

      He coughed and shook his head. "I was caught in the explosion. Got lucky and a beam fell sideways over me, stopped me from being crushed." He looked down at the floor, lips pressed together in a thin line. "I couldn't get out before they killed the other guards, but I saw them doing it. Two mages."

      "What spells were they using?" I asked, casting a wary glance around us, hoping our conversation wasn't carrying too far.

      "One of them used fire, the other just stood there, watching. He didn't even have to lift a finger." Mr. Garrett shook his head in disgust. "They didn't have to do all that just to rob the place."

      "What kind of security does this place have?" I asked. "It should be covered in runetech."

      "It is, and I think they were messing with it. It has a shielding system in place. Not sure if they were trying to disable it or do something else."

      Beckett dragged her hand down her face. "Any idea where the hostages are being held?"

      "Hostages?" Mr. Garrett asked in alarm.

      I nodded. "We overheard some of the attackers talking about them. My best guess is the dining room. There shouldn't have been anyone left anywhere else in the museum, right?"

      Mr. Garrett nodded. "Just guards. Cleaning staff doesn't come until early morning."

      "How many security guards are here on any given night?" Beckett asked.

      He scratched his balding head. "Must be near a hundred. I come on half an hour before closing to work the early night shift. Some of the day shift guard's schedules overlap so they can help make sure no one's hiding behind a statue. I don't know how many got out tonight before the explosions."

      "Some of the guards may be hostages too then," I said, growing increasingly nervous about staying in one spot for so long. "Alright, let's head toward the dining room and see what we find. Are there any shortcuts back? Maybe through service corridors?"

      He thought for a moment, then nodded. “This way.”
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      With a place this big, the people robbing it couldn’t be everywhere at once. The more I thought about it, the more insane this whole plot became. Robbing the Met was crazy enough, but why had they bothered to take hostages? They should have done their best to be in and out, grabbing whatever artwork they could before the police arrived.

      “Has the Met ever been robbed before?” I asked as we jogged through the narrow service corridor. This one apparently led to a set of stairs that would take us up toward the dining room.

      Mr. Garrett looked back over his shoulder and nodded. “Sure, a couple of times, but nothing like this. A werewolf ran out with a Vermeer one day, another time a couple of gang members managed to steal two or three million in other paintings.”

      "You're thinking this doesn't make sense," Beckett said, glancing at me.

      I nodded. "Why do they need to be here for so long?"

      Beckett pursed her lips thoughtfully, then looked back at Mr. Garrett. "What's on the north side of the museum? Anything particularly valuable?"

      He chuckled. "It's all valuable. I don't know of anything..." he trailed off for a moment, his pace slowing. "Actually, that's the only area of the museum they keep guards like your date. Mages. There'll be a couple every shift throughout the rest of the place, but at least three over there near the Temple of Dendur exhibit, always. I never thought much about it before."

      As Mr. Garrett opened the door to the stairwell, a muffled scream rent through the silence of the service corridor. We all froze, listening for other sounds of violence. When we heard nothing, I pushed past Mr. Garrett and ran up the stairs. If they were killing or hurting the hostages, we couldn’t afford to stand around and debate the attackers’ motives.

      I took the steps two at a time as I raced up to the fourth level. It took all my self-restraint to keep my magic under wraps. Now was not the time to reveal myself.

      I stopped by the door that led out of the stairwell to catch my breath and Beckett caught up immediately. Mr. Garrett was still making his way up the stairs.

      “Do you hear anything else?” Beckett whispered.

      Shutting my eyes and pressing my ear to the door, I held my breath for a moment as I listened intently. In the distance, I could hear a woman sobbing and someone pacing, but no one nearby.

      “Not close by,” I said, examining the items I’d taken off the werewolf. I wasn’t ready to turn the radio back on yet, especially not with them knowing we had it. Glancing back at the prosaics with me, I was tempted to lock them in the stairwell and handle this myself, but I had a sinking feeling I’d need help whether I wanted it or not. “Where does this open into?”

      “The hall the elevators are in. This door is on the same wall,” Mr. Garrett said.

      Slowly, I turned the door handle and pulled the door open a crack. The hallway was dimly lit with the emergency lights, and empty. For now.

      Quiet as a whisper, I opened the door the rest of the way and cautiously stepped over the threshold. There was a loud shout from behind me and I jerked back under the cover of the doorway but realized there still wasn’t anyone in the hall.

      I pulled the door shut and pointed to my right. “What’s in that direction?”

      “The Patron’s Lounge,” Mr. Garrett replied.

      Dragging my hand down my face, I shook my head in frustration. “I think they have hostages in two places.”

      “Dammit,” Beckett said, clenching her hands into fists. “We have to take both sets of guards out at the same time or we risk getting hostages killed.”

      I ground my teeth together in frustration, but she was right. The problem was, I couldn’t be in two places at once, and I didn’t trust that she and the old man could take out the guards without getting killed.

      “Do not give me that look. Just because I’m a woman doesn’t mean I can’t do this,” she said, eyes burning with fury.

      “I don’t care about your gender. You’re a prosaic. It makes you vulnerable,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Her eyes hardened. “You prejudiced asshole.”

      “What are you going to do if one of them throws a fireball at you?” I demanded, throwing my hands up in exasperation.

      “Dodge it, same as you.” She crossed her arms. “I’m not going to sit here and argue this with you. We’re it. If the police haven’t stormed the place yet it’s because they either aren’t able to, or because the hostages are being threatened. And I am not going to sit here while they kill more hostages.”

      I took a deep breath and resisted the urge to say anything else that would piss her off. “Fine, but you’re wearing my jacket.”

      “What? Why?”

      I took it off and tossed it at her. “There are defensive spells woven into the fabric. It’ll protect you in case you fail to dodge a fireball. It doesn’t do shit against anything with claws or teeth though.”

      For a moment, I thought she’d refuse to put it on, but her practical nature won out and she pulled on the oversized jacket, rolling up the sleeves to keep her hands unimpeded. “You weren’t this much of an ass when we worked that last case together.”

      “No one was in real danger then. And I’m not being an ass, but I would prefer if the two of you weren’t helping me on this. I work alone.”

      She glared at me and shook her head. “I should have realized how well-deserved your reputation was before I agreed to go on a date with you.”

      “We all make mistakes,” I said, flashing her an unrepentant grin. “I’ll take the dining room, and the two of you can take the Patron’s Lounge. If you see a mage, do us all a favor, and just run.”

      “I don’t run,” she snapped.

      Mr. Garrett, however, gave a short nod from behind her back. Hopefully that meant he’d drag her out of there if needed.

      I stepped back into the hallway and crept toward the dining room doors. Once again, I wished I had my katana with me. I tightened my grip on the knife I’d found on the werewolf. This would have to do. I couldn’t use it as a focus for my mayhem magic –– only the katana was strong enough to manage that –– but it would be better than nothing. Hopefully.

      As I neared the doors, there was a scream inside and a loud roar. Shit. I broke into a run, letting my magic flare out around me. I wasn’t going to listen to another person die.
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      I slid to a stop in front of the door and drew two quick runes. This was risky but I was out of time. I had to do this fast so I could go help Beckett and the old man, or they might end up dead. The runes hovered in the air, bright orange like lines of fire. I pushed my magic into them and kicked the doors open.

      Absolute darkness rushed through the door, enveloping the room instantly. It wasn’t just dark, it was pitch black. The kind of impenetrable, viscous lack of light that comes in your nightmares where you can't scream and you can't move.

      The first rune cast the darkness, but the second rune let me see...sort of. Everything was in shades of gray except for the people, whose body heat let off a glow in shades of red and orange. The two guards were immediately apparent since they were the only people standing.

      The one farthest from me was lit up like a beacon as magic flared around him. The werewolf, who was closer to me, turned in my direction and sniffed the air. He ran hotter than the rest too, as most werewolves did.

      “I can smell you and hear your heart racing from here, mage,” the werewolf growled. “You can’t hide from me in the dark.”

      “Who’s trying to hide?” I pushed my magic down the blade of the knife and walked farther into the room. All the hostages were against the wall with the windows. The brief glimpse I’d gotten of the room before it went dark showed they’d cleared all the tables out of their way, tossing them haphazardly into piles around the room.

      The mage’s light grew brighter, then a hot, red blob streaked toward me. I leapt to the side, tucking my head into a roll and using the momentum to propel myself back to my feet. A blazing ball of heat exploded near the place I’d been standing. Whatever that was, it wasn’t fire, but it did smell like sulfur and ozone.

      The werewolf was already moving, racing toward me faster than humanly possible.

      I slammed my palms together, releasing a haphazard spell that knocked the werewolf back with a shockwave, then charged at him myself. The hostages were screaming now, afraid of the dark and the terrifying sounds it held.

      Snarling, the werewolf lunged at me. I dropped to the floor and slid underneath him, slicing his thigh open as I went. He yowled in pain and whirled around, slashing at me with his claws. The strike missed by a hair’s breadth.

      Instead of continuing the exchange, I darted to the right and ran straight at the mage. The werewolf followed and I had less than a second before he’d catch up. A fireball hit the ground a few feet away, then another, closer this time. The mage must just be throwing them at random and hoping he caught me instead of his partner. Asshole.

      Mage spells had varying levels of difficulty. Elemental spells, like a fireball, were easy. You could cast dozens and some mages never progressed past using them; though to be fair, fire is very effective. I preferred to get a little more creative when I wasn't just fighting with my katana.

      I slammed my left hand against the ground and cast a shield around myself. A fireball hit the shield with a rushing noise and covered the sphere of magic in dripping flames. It was a draining spell, but I didn't need to hold it for long.

      Using the knife as a focus, I began carving the next rune into the floor. It was more complicated than the others I had used and had less room for error, but it was great for fighting multiple opponents, especially if you had them off kilter.

      The werewolf collided with the shield, slamming his fist against it over and over like he could break it apart with brute force. "Open up little piggy! You can't hide in there forever!"

      Magic shuddered through me with a heady rush. I'd started out using this spell when my childhood best friend and I would play tag. The stakes were certainly upped now.

      I stood, shaking out my limbs and took a deep breath before letting the shield drop and turning the lights back on.

      The werewolf stumbled as the resistance to his attack abruptly disappeared. In my peripheral I could see the mage staring at me in confusion, blinking against the sudden brightness.

      I grinned, then split into nine versions of myself, all running in a different direction. These were not just illusions, they held my scent and magical signature as well, though there was only one real me.

      The spell took a great deal of concentration to control all the illusions. They'd keep the werewolf occupied while I took care of the greatest threat: the other mage.

      He was thin, almost skeletal. His features were bird-like and severe. Everything about him screamed bad news. He looked like he enjoyed kicking puppies.

      His beady eyes flicked between me and two of the illusions that were creeping toward him. With a sneer, he turned toward the hostages and lifted his palms. Shit.

      The two closest illusions and I lifted our hands in unison and cast a weak shield as he sent a fireball rushing toward the crowd of terrified prosaics. The two opposing magics collided and the hostages screamed, scrambling out of the way as it cracked and failed.

      I was already running toward the mage, which turned out to be a mistake. He whirled around and green, churning magic grew between his outstretched palms. I directed the illusions to merge with me before splitting again, taking the left route.

      The mage didn’t seem to care, sweeping his hands in an arc in both directions. The acidic plasma sprayed the area in front of him. I threw up a shield in time, as did the illusions. However, they weren’t real and the attack simply passed through. The acid splattered against my shield with a hiss.

      The werewolf was howling in rage behind us as he chased around the illusions that I had running in circles taunting him.

      “After I kill you, I’m going to hang a few hostages in the window as a warning,” the mage said, his voice nasally and mean.

      “Hate to break it to you, but you’re going to be dead soon. Any last words?” I asked, quickly spooling magic in my hand. I couldn’t risk using my preferred and most powerful magic here, not without my katana, and certainly not with vulnerable hostages nearby. Things tended to get...chaotic when I did.

      That didn’t leave me defenseless though. Going back to the basics was sometimes the best choice.

      The mage snorted. “You should have just stayed out of this.”

      “That’s really not my style.” I grinned at him widely, then threw the spell at him.

      Firecracker bursts of light exploded around him in a swarm. He shouted in rage and swatted at them, but there wasn’t a way to dodge this spell. Every pop of magic raised a boil on his skin. They didn’t really hurt you, but they itched like mad.

      This was the sort of spell mostly used by kids, and to be honest, bullies, but I’d found it useful over the years when facing opponents that were a little mentally dull.

      With my opponent distracted, I pulled the illusions in again, then split, staying to the left to throw him off. People always assumed you’d switch places given the chance.

      I charged in, converging on him all at once. He threw the sickly green plasma again, but his attack was unfocused and one-handed, causing it to only hit one of the illusions.

      I directed the other illusion to swing the knife at him, causing the mage to flinch toward me. I kicked out, catching him in the back of the knees, then grabbed his head and yanked him backward. He flailed wildly, catching me in the ribs with a sharp elbow as his nails dug into my arm.

      With a sharp jerk, I forced his head back and drove the knife up under his jaw. He twitched, hands flying to the knife in a futile attempt to stop what had already happened.

      I ripped it free, cutting his throat open, then shoved him away. He landed face first on the floor with blood pouring from his wound.

      The scent of blood caught the attention of the werewolf. He howled and charged at me, but this was the easy part. Werewolves, especially once enraged, weren’t the smartest opponents.

      I pulled in all the illusions again, then split apart, going to the right this time. He leapt at the one closest to him and passed through it with an angry snarl, before whipping around toward me, his nose twitching. I charged straight at him, casting the same boils spell.

      It popped around him but he ignored them, lunging at me. I batted his first strike away as I slid the knife across his wrist. Knife fighting was dangerous. Everyone thought you went straight for the throat, and while you could do that sometimes, if the other person had a knife as well, you had to pick each other apart first.

      The werewolf circled around, his shoulders hunched and his breaths coming in angry huffs through the misshapen snout extending from his somewhat human face. He struck again and we exchanged blows, moving quicker and quicker as we danced around each other.

      He managed to leave a single, long cut on my forearm, but I had him bleeding. Werewolves healed fast but he wasn’t coming back from my next attack. I kept up a steady barrage of strikes as I gathered a fireball in my free hand. As soon as I had enough magic prepared to make an impact, I dropped to one knee and unleashed it on his face.

      The flames shot out of my palm and engulfed his head in a whirlwind of searing heat. A single yelp was all he managed before he toppled backward, his head crumbling to ash as he hit the ground.

      That had been a little overboard but I wasn’t going to complain. A fireball can be nothing more than a hot flash, or even hotter and more destructive than the one I’d just cast. One of the benefits of a fireball over a flamethrower is that the magic only lasts as long as you will it too, which is the main reason mages haven’t accidentally set most major cities on fire. Without my katana, my control was iffy at best, and was only going to get worse the more spells I had to cast.

      I flicked the blood off the knife with a quick snap of my wrist, a habit from years of using a katana. This would have been so much quicker with my sword. I was never, ever leaving it home again, not even for a date.

      There was a sound near the door and I whipped around, ready for another attack, but it was Beckett and the old man. “Took you long enough,” she said, as she leaned against the door holding one hand against a large gash on her side. My jacket, which she was still wearing, was singed and battered but looked like it had been useful at least.
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      Beckett looked over her shoulder and nodded, then led in a group of nervous hostages. A few had been injured but they were alive, and that was all that really mattered in the end.

      I looked at the hostages I’d just rescued. There were about twenty of them, all looking completely shell-shocked. Their fancy dresses and expensive suits were all damaged with spilled food, rips, and tears. They’d obviously been pushed around and intimidated.

      Now that I had a chance to look around, I saw the bodies as well. Just a few, probably examples to force the rest into compliance.

      “Is anyone hurt or unable to walk?” I asked.

      When no one responded, I shrugged and headed over to the window, grabbing a chair on the way to break it. The glass was oddly hazy.

      “Don’t touch the window!” a woman shouted as I lifted the chair.

      Pausing, I searched for the source of the warning. A woman had pushed up to her feet, a worried expression on her face.

      “Why not?”

      “There’s some kind of shield or something. That guy touched it and died,” she said, pointing to a man laying face-down in the corner. His body was smoldering lightly, like he’d been set on fire from the inside out.

      Frowning, I inspected the windows a little closer. There was a slight sheen to them. I threw the chair at it and as soon as it hit the outer wall, a burst of electricity arced through it, and it exploded into splinters.

      “How are they doing that?” Beckett asked, approaching me.

      I ran my hand through my hair as I thought through the possibilities. “It’s something that would take more than one mage to set up and maintain, especially if they somehow managed to get the whole place warded.”

      “So it’s a ward?” she asked, eyebrows pinched tightly together. “I’ve never heard of one like this.”

      “It’s a variation of a ward. They’re normally used to protect homes, so electrifying the walls isn’t exactly standard operating procedure.” I looked around at the hostages, huddled together and clearly still terrified. “We can’t just leave them in here.”

      Mr. Garrett stepped forward. “I think I know somewhere we can hide them. There’s a vault for the art that isn’t currently on display. I have the codes for access since I’m a senior guard. That place is fireproof, spell proof, and about as safe a place as you could find in the whole city.”

      “That’s going to have to––”

      The radio keyed up, interrupting our conversation. “Mark One, sound off.”

      We all stared at it like it was a snake.

      “Should we try to answer?” Beckett asked.

      “There’s no way they’ll buy it,” I said, shaking my head. I walked over to the mage’s corpse and picked it up, then hesitated, looking at Beckett. “They only know about you right now. We should keep it that way as long as we can.”

      She nodded and grabbed the radio, pressing down the button to reply. “I think Mark One is going to have a few issues making any sort of sound.”

      There was a moment of silence, then a chuckle.

      “You must realize by now that you are trapped,” the leader said, her tone easy and unconcerned. “Whether the hostages are kept here under guard, or simply stuck here, doesn’t make a huge difference to me.”

      We might have freed the hostages from her guards, but as long as they were in the building, they were vulnerable.

      Beckett ground her teeth together. “I’m going to pick off your people one by one, then I’m going to find you, and kill you too. Whatever you came here for, you are not leaving with it.”

      The woman laughed. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. But if you want to play hide and seek, I’m more than willing to oblige.”

      I had a bad feeling about this. A really, really bad feeling.
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      The last of the hostages filed into the vault. We re-counted, just to make sure, but everyone was accounted for.

      “How long will the air in there last?” I asked, eyeing the cramped space skeptically.

      Mr. Garrett waved my question away. “Longer than we’d last without food. It has its own runetech air system in there to keep the art at the perfect temperature, control humidity, and keep things fresh.”

      I nodded. “Well, let’s hope we can get you out before you starve to death.”

      He chuckled and nodded his head toward my date. “I’m not worried. No Beckett would ever leave me stuck in here.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Beckett asked quietly.

      “Someone has to stay with them, and I would just slow you two down out there. I retired for a reason, and I’m not too prideful to admit it,” Mr. Garrett said, clapping a hand on her shoulder. “But be careful. Whatever they’re stealing isn’t worth your lives.”

      “We’ll be careful,” she agreed with a smile.

      I checked the time on my watch. “We have to get moving. It’s been almost twenty minutes.”

      Beckett nodded. “Let’s go.”

      “You have the map?” I asked.

      She nodded, tapping on the side of her dress –– where I assumed there was a hidden pocket I couldn’t see –– then headed toward the stairs. I glanced back at Mr. Garrett who waved goodbye and pulled the vault door shut. The lock beeped, then flicked over to red. They were in there, safe and sound, until another manager came to let them out.

      I turned and jogged after Beckett. The museum was huge, the kind of place you could get lost in all day if you had time to appreciate the history. I ignored all of it as we hurried toward the other side of the museum at a reckless pace. The need for haste was unspoken, but obviously something we agreed on.

      We left the radio with the volume low as we jogged through the winding exhibits. As we approached the big hall in the center of the room where we’d dealt with the werewolf, I held up a hand to slow down. The smaller galleries were safer, it was easy to see if you were alone. It would be easy to miss a threat in a bigger area like this one.

      I stopped and pressed my back against the wall, listening intently. Beckett stood on the other side, holding her baton and flashlight. After a moment, she shrugged and nodded.

      I returned the nod and we slipped into the hall of statues. Our breathing seemed harsh in the deathly quiet of the hall. The dim emergency lighting barely penetrated the shadows.

      Hair on the back of my neck stood on end and I paused abruptly. I had learned to trust my instincts long ago and, right now, my instincts were telling me someone was watching us.

      “What is it?” Beckett asked quietly, turning in a slow circle to check behind us.

      “There’s––”

      A shadow to my left moved. There was what sounded vaguely like footsteps but they sounded wrong. They were uneven, and it sounded like something was being dragged across the floor.

      Beckett turned the flashlight toward the source and something flitted behind the statue. There was a loud crash behind us and I whipped around, magic rushing to my fingertips as I tightened my grip on the knife.

      Click. Click. Click.

      The sound of claws tapping on tile drew closer, echoing off the tile and making it hard to determine which direction it was coming from.

      “What the hell is that?” Beckett hissed.

      “I don’t know. Shine your light over here.”

      Beckett stepped back until she was even with me, then very slowly turned her flashlight toward the direction I was facing. Yellow eyes glinted in the dark room, just like they had earlier. It was the werewolf named Reynolds that we’d fought earlier, but something was wrong with him. Namely, the gaping hole in his chest where his heart should be. That had not been there last time we saw him.
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      They had a necromancer.

      They must have been disappointed in Reynold’s performance and decided to make him more useful by killing him and turning him into a undead puppet.

      “Please tell me that’s not a zombie,” Beckett whispered. I could hear the horror in her voice. No one liked zombies, but prosaics had a special hatred for them. Probably reminded them of their tenuously short lives or something.

      “Well my mom always told me not to lie,” I said with a shrug.

      She glared at me. “Now is really not the time for jokes.”

      The werewolf looked between us, head cocked to the side like he was curious. Then a guard stepped out from behind him. Also missing his heart.

      “Shit.”

      The werewolf charged us with a snarl. Beckett rushed forward, swinging her baton like a baseball bat. I ran past them both, throwing the knife at the guard. It flew straight and sunk into the man’s face. He dropped like a stone.

      “Destroy their heads!” I said quickly.

      Beckett smashed the baton into the werewolf’s skull with a sickening crunch. “I know how zombies work, Logan.”

      Three more guards stepped out of the darkness. There were footsteps behind me as well.

      “My God, did they raise all of the guards they killed?” Beckett whispered in horror.

      “Possibly.” I ground my teeth together, backing up toward her. “This is a delaying tactic. They’re just trying to keep us away while they do whatever it is they’re doing.”

      “Obviously. But there’s not much we can do about it other than fight them.”

      “I actually have a plan, but you may not like it.”

      “What is it?” she asked, casting a suspicious glance at me as the zombies closed in a circle around us.

      “Just do me a favor and duck.”

      “Wha––”

      I shoved her down and let the magic I had been gathering loose. We had no time for this kind of back and forth, so I was going for simple and effective.

      Fire poured from the palms of my hands, which I directed in a circle, passing right over Beckett’s head. Zombies, fueled by dark magic, were particularly flammable. It wouldn’t kill them immediately but it would confuse them.

      The guards shrieked as the flames hit them, igniting their dead flesh. The sickly, sweet smell of frankincense filled the air.

      I yanked Beckett back up and pushed her toward an opening. “Run!”

      She didn’t hesitate and we sprinted out of the circle of fire. The zombies’ screams echoed behind us as we ran. One of them fell to the ground, rolling into the base of a statue and knocking it off its pedestal. I cringed internally, they were going to cause some damage. Hopefully, they could piece some of the statues back together later.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Beckett demanded as we ran, slipping through a gallery with landscape paintings.

      “I was thinking we should try to stop the bad guys and not get eaten by zombies,” I snapped. Maybe this date going south was a good thing. She was already getting on my nerves.

      “You could at least try to avoid destroying half the museum in the process. No wonder you have a reputation for creating chaos wherever you go.”

      I glared at her back. “You’re welcome. Besides most art has basic fire protection.”

      We passed into the American Wing and Beckett stopped, panting. We’d come far enough that we couldn’t even hear the zombies anymore.

      She pulled out the map of the museum and checked our path. “We’re close.”

      “There’s at least three left, and two of them are probably mages,” I said, glancing around us. We were still alone but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. “Are you sure you want to do this? It isn’t too late for you to head back to the vault and wait for help.”

      She looked at me like I had grown a second head. “Don’t try to get rid of me. You need help. Being a mage doesn’t make you invincible.”

      “Being a prosaic––”

      She held up her hand. “If you’re about to say I’m weak because I’m human again, I will shove this baton up your ass.”

      A chuckle echoed through the gallery, followed by a squelching noise. “I don’t think your date is going very well.”

      I stiffened and turned around. The necromancer stood in the doorway, flanked by two smoldering zombies. More milled behind him, their bodies warped with magic as he forced them to continue despite extensive injuries.

      “I agree. Most women prefer flowers over zombies,” I said, hands curling into fists. It was a pain in the ass to fight necromancers. They liked to hang back and send their undead minions after you until they wore you out. Maybe with Beckett helping, I could get to him faster.

      She stepped slightly in front of me, then nodded her head toward the exit we’d been headed toward. “Just go, I can handle this guy.”

      My brows shot up. “You can handle six zombies and a necromancer on your own?”

      Her expression became even angrier, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Do you want the person that planned this to get away?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then go stop her. I’ve dealt with a necromancer before.”

      I hesitated for only a moment longer, then nodded before turning and sprinting away from the necromancer and his zombies. Maybe working with a partner had its benefits.
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      The Temple of Dendur was a large exhibit on the north side of the museum. There was a picture in the map that showed some kind of reflecting pool and two small buildings that were actual monuments built in Egypt back in 15 B.C.

      There were two entrances to the exhibit, but only one that I could get to quickly. I peeked into the hall. The far wall was windows but they had it blocked somehow. The glass was hazy.

      I could hear a soft but steady clanging noise coming from somewhere in the room. It sounded as though it was coming from underground. The woman and her remaining cronies weren’t visible, which made me nervous. An enemy I couldn’t see was an added risk but there was no way around it. Leaving Beckett behind made me nervous as well.

      Moving as quietly as possible, I stepped into the room. The temple was directly to my left, raised off the floor on a low platform. There was a man laying face down in a pool of blood near the platform. He must have been one of the mages they had guarding the place. The other two were nowhere to be seen.

      I edged around the temple, keeping my back to the wall. A wave of magic pulsed from the temple and I stopped in my tracks, expecting an attack. But none came. Three breaths later, another wave of magic passed through me. What the hell were they doing in there?

      There was a noise from my left, the direction I’d just come from. I paused and looked back. A man stood in the entryway. His shoulders were as broad as two men combined and the hair on his arms and face was too thick to be natural.

      “Aw, hell,” I muttered under my breath.

      The man grinned and stepped inside. “I heard you wandering and scheming. Did you think no one would be listening?”

      I really hated werebears. For one, they were way bigger than should be allowed, and they tended to be mean. They were also disturbingly fast.

      “I was kinda hoping no one would be listening, but I guess I was wrong,” I said, taking a step back. The knife was tucked in my waistband. I needed my hands free for this.

      “Where did you stash the prosaic woman?” The werebear took another slow step toward me. Mirroring his movement, I took a step back.

      “Oh, she left. Didn’t want to stick around for all this nonsense,” I said with my most pleasant smile. People who didn’t know me generally thought I was charming. Once they got to know me they started using words like ‘arrogant’ and ‘selfish’, though I’ve never really understood why.

      “She left?” the werebear raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe because you can hear a lie? But definitely not because she’s right behind you.”

      He whipped around with a snarl and I dropped to one knee, slamming my hands against the ground, activating the trap I’d set. Ropes that flared bright red shot out of the stone floor and wrapped around his legs, toppling him.

      He hit the ground with an enraged roar, his voice echoing off the stone as he thrashed against the ropes. They sprang up all around him, wrapping around his head and arms as well.

      Wasting no time, I ran toward the temple. A man ran out and lifted his hands. Before I could move out of the way, energy rushed from his palms and struck me in the chest. The shockwave threw me back but I didn’t hit the floor; I hit water. A wave rose from the reflection pool and stretched out over the stone. I plunged into the frigid water and it tightened around me, the pressure increasing more than was naturally possible. Not that there was anything natural about this.

      I pushed my magic through the water, forcing air into it. The bubbles broke the surface tension, and I fell. I almost managed to land on my feet but the slimy water made the stone floor slick.

      My shoulder hit the stone and I shoved myself backward, rolling out of the way of a giant shard of ice that slammed into the stone, shattering like glass. With a shout, I hurled a fireball at the mage. There was no time for anything fancier.

      He jumped out of the way of my attack, hiding behind the archway in front of the temple. I cast two fireballs at him, hoping they’d scare him into moving, but they both fizzled. Without my katana, my magic became unreliable. That mage was lucky it had fizzled and not blown up half the room.

      A loud yelp cut through the air and the mage hit the ground, shaking. Beckett stepped out from behind the arch, then hit him with her baton again.

      I relaxed for a half second before carefully climbing back up to my feet. “Took you long enough.”

      “I just kicked a necromancer’s ass and saved yours. I think you owe me a thank you,” Beckett shot back.

      I groaned and rubbed at my sore shoulder “I’ll thank you after we catch the––”

      A loud clang like someone had struck a bell echoed up from underground. The sound grew louder and louder until the windows were vibrating with it.

      Beckett covered her ears with her hands and started to hurry toward me, but everything exploded. The floor heaved upward, violently releasing the pressure that had been trapped inside. The temple crumbled, an archway falling toward her.

      I lunged forward, one hand outstretched as I frantically cast a shield. The archway slammed down, trapping her beneath it and obscuring my view behind a cloud of dust.

      “Kay!” I shouted, scrambling toward the rubble. There was a muffled response and I could still feel the tug of the shield on my magic.

      Two steps away, a giant spider dropped down out of nowhere. I slid to a halt, staring at my reflection in the beady, black eyes.

      When I’d summoned those illusions earlier, they couldn’t actually hurt anyone. This was completely different. Summoners found a way to make illusions that could. Some people even believed they were demons from another dimension.

      “I didn’t crush the prosaic, did I?” the woman leading this whole operation asked, her voice seeming to come from the spider itself. She sounded amused as if we were playing a game.

      “No, but you certainly gave it your best shot.” I kept all my attention on the spider. “Mind telling me what you’re stealing, by the way? You don’t seem interested in any of the art, especially since you just blew it up.”

      She laughed. The sound sent chills racing down my spine. And not the fun kind. “It’s unfortunate this temple had to be destroyed but there is always some collateral damage on the path to greatness.”

      “Is that what this is about? You’re trying to become all-powerful or something?”

      She scoffed, and the spider shook its massive head. “No, this is about revenge.”

      There was a quiet scritch behind me and I whipped around only to get a faceful of spider web. She had two of them. The silky threads wrapped around me blindingly fast as a spiky leg shoved me forward. I tripped and hit the ground, rolling twice before coming to an abrupt stop. I couldn’t see but I could feel the cocoon all around me. I had been completely mummified.

      “Thanks for the entertainment,” the woman said, her footsteps tapping quietly against the floor as she simply walked away.

      I wiggled in my cocoon, furiously trying to cuss her out, but my mouth was stuck shut. I could hear Beckett shouting, her voice completely muffled between the rubble covering her and the spider webbing in my ears. This was officially the worst date I’d ever been on.

      With half numb fingers, I inched the knife out of my waistband and began sawing at the spider thread. The blade must be enchanted somehow because it sliced through them like butter. Once my hands were free, I began ripping the webbing away.

      I sat up and sliced it off my legs, shoving the sticky threads away from me angrily. It had been stupid to get caught in that in the first place, but I had underestimated the power of this mage. Summoning two illusions that real wasn’t exactly something your average mage could do. She was keeping her magical signature tightly under wraps while still casting powerful magic.

      Beckett pounded against the shield again and I almost went to help her but found myself hesitating. She was safe in the shield, and the threat had moved on. If I stuck around to dig her out, the asshole that orchestrated all this would get away. I couldn’t let that happen.

      “I’ll come back for you!”

      The muffled shouting grew louder and sounded kind of angry. I took off at a run in the direction I’d heard the spider bitch go. Beckett would just have to forgive me. Or tell me to not bother calling her back after tonight. Which, if I’m being honest, wasn’t likely to happen anyway.
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      I skidded around the corner and sprinted through the exhibit hall. I didn’t care about stealth at this point, I just needed to stop her.

      She was headed to the back of the museum. I didn’t know what her escape plan was, but I didn’t want to wait around and find out. The rune-powered map bounced ahead of me, showing her dot not that far ahead now. I was catching up.

      The smell of burning flesh grew stronger as we approached the Medieval Hall where we’d had the unfortunate incident with the zombie guards. I could hear her footsteps again, and the patter of something else.

      I ran into the hall and saw her halfway across it, heading toward the far exit. The two spiders that had bound me flanked her.

      I threw a fireball at the spider to her left. It hit the creature and immediately engulfed it in flames. She glanced back over her shoulder and pointed at me. The other spider stopped and turned, then jumped.

      Spiders are bad enough when they’re only the size of a coin, they become a hundred times worse when they’re the size of a horse and flying through the air at you. I didn’t have time for this. Angry, frustrated, and tired, I did something stupid.

      My magic wasn’t exactly...normal. It was a little on the hard-to-control-and-might-kill-me side of things. I almost never used it without my focus, which was my katana, which was at home sitting by my door. I had run out of options though.

      Gritting my teeth, I launched another, bigger fireball at the next spider. Fireballs were one of the easiest offensive spells to cast, but my luck had run out tonight. The flames bloomed twice the size I intended and turned white hot.

      The attack reduced the spider to ash and exploded against the ceiling, raining dust down on the floor. My magic strained against my control as I raced after the woman. She had a small box tucked under her arm which I had to assume was the thing she stole.

      She looked back over her shoulder, clearly angry, and finally turned to face me. Her lips curled up into a snarl. “You could have lived if you would have just stayed out of it.”

      “You could have not murdered all these people,” I shouted, lifting my hands toward her. The magic needed an outlet. It had to have something to break, or it would break me. I sent a shockwave racing toward her but she batted it away, then began casting her own spell.

      Her fingers moved carefully, as though she was pulling on invisible strings. I didn’t like the look of that. I cast another fireball but this one fizzled against her shield, barely more than a flash of hot air.

      Something slithered up my leg and I flinched. Red lines of magic that looked like a spider’s web clung to my leg. I tried to shake it off but my leg wouldn’t budge.

      “Using the same trick twice? That’s not very imaginative,” I said with a sneer.

      She smirked at me. “I’m not the idiot who got caught in the same trap twice.”

      “Who’s caught?” I asked, sending a surge of magic into the floor. The stone turned to dust and her threads of magic snapped. Without the katana, every spell I cast tended to be a bit of...overkill.

      I charged her, splitting into five copies of myself, and letting go of my hold on my magic a little. A fireball raced ahead of me, mirrored by my illusions. I let the full brunt of my magic pound against her shield. Cracks began to form as the flames grew hotter and hotter.

      A loud boom echoed through the museum, shaking the walls and the very foundation of the building. That sound could only mean one thing, they had ward breakers here. Which meant the Mage’s Guild was involved.

      The woman’s expression turned furious and she let her shield collapse, racing in the opposite direction she’d been headed, right for the front door. I tried to send my magic after her but the flames blew sideways instead, taking out chunks of the walls and destroying who knew how much art.

      I raced after her, dragging the unruly magic behind me like a wrecking ball. I would not let her escape.

      She grabbed the box from under her arm and began chanting something. I picked up my pace, using my height to my advantage to catch up. When she was only three paces ahead of me I managed to sling a massive fireball in her path. It hit the stone floor like bomb. Debris flew through the air like bullets as the spell left a crater in the floor. With no time to dodge it, she tried to jump over it but I slammed into her back, driving her into the dust.

      The box flew from her hands, rolling across the stone floor ahead of us. She scrambled to get back up to her feet but I held her down, slamming her head into the hard ground. After everything she’d done, being gentle wasn’t high on my priority list.

      “Get off of me!” she shrieked, throwing elbows and clawing at my face. “I have to kill them!”

      A second boom shook the museum and for a moment, my magic threatened to get away from me. She managed to slip partway out from under me and started dragging herself out of the crater. All her attention was focused on the box.

      I held on, just weighing her down as I slowly forced my magic back inside myself. I’d come close to using too much to recover from, but I hadn’t crossed the line yet.

      She continued struggling against my grip, trying to claw her way to the box. Shouts echoed through the museum that didn’t sound like any of the guards. Sure footsteps followed the noise. I really, really hoped that was the police.

      The sounds grew louder, spreading out around us and I caught a glimpse of some people walking into the hall. They hurried toward our location.

      Black shoes appeared in front of us and a man reached down to grab the box. The woman went still. I looked up to see a magister staring down at us.

      He glanced back over his shoulder and nodded. “Arrest her.”

      Another magister came out of nowhere and hauled me off the woman. “I would thank you for your assistance,” he paused, looking around, “but honestly it might have been better if you hadn’t bothered.”

      They already had the woman in magic-dampening cuffs, though all the fight seemed to have drained out of her once the Mage’s Guild had shown up. She was trembling with fear now.

      “What the hell did she try to steal?” I asked, wiping dust off my face.

      “That’s none of your concern, Agent Blackwell. Your superior officer, Chief Bradley, is waiting for you outside.” The magisters turned and walked away, leading the woman out toward the entrance.

      “My date is trapped in the––”

      “Already rescued, Agent Blackwell. She is outside as well.”

      With a sigh, I trailed after them, feeling a tad bit under-appreciated.
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      Chief Bradley dragged a hand down his face, messing up the hairs of his thick mustache. “Do you have any idea how much damage you caused?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll pay for it.”

      “That is not the point,” he said tiredly.

      “No, the point is, that woman killed dozens of guards and tried to steal something, but the Mage’s Guild whisked it away and have completely clammed up on what it was or why it was even being held in a vault in a damn museum.” I was angry now. I did my job, and I did it well. Sure, I blew up a few things here and there in the process, but I took on the hard cases and the powerful bad guys. Collateral damage was unavoidable. Everyone was so worried about how it looked, that they forgot the point. It was ridiculous something like that was being stored in the museum at all. It put innocent people at risk.

      The Mage’s Guild liked to show up at the last minute and try to take credit for the accomplishments of the IMIB, or whisk away something they wanted to stay hidden, like whatever that woman had stolen. They were the governing power for most supernaturals, and like most governing powers, had their fair share of corruption.

      “What did they try to steal?” I asked, glaring at the magisters milling around trying to look important.

      “I don’t know, I overheard someone say it was some old magical artifact from the war that probably should have been destroyed.” Bradley shook his head, frustrated. “We’ll finish this conversation tomorrow. Go check on your date. She’s pissed.”

      Sighing, I nodded, and headed toward the ambulance Beckett was sitting in the back of. As I approached, I took in the bumps and bruises, and the hard, angry look on her face. Pissed was an understatement.

      I stopped in front of her and attempted a conciliatory smile. She threw my jacket in my face. I managed to catch it before it hit the ground.

      “You left me,” she bit out, her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “She was getting away, and you were safe where you were,” I calmly replied, folding my tattered jacket over my arm.

      “I was your partner in there––”

      “Beckett, I like to work alone for a reason. It’s bad enough with another mage, but I could not risk getting you out of there just to have you get hurt again.”

      She scoffed and shook her head. “You really do think you can just do everything on your own and that the rules don’t apply to you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ve done just fine. No one closes more cases than I do in the entire agency.”

      “I pity whoever eventually gets stuck working with you.”

      “Great. I think it’s obvious you’re feeling alright. I won’t bother you again.” I tipped an imaginary hat at her and turned around, stalking off into the night and leaving all the chaos behind. She didn’t need me here, and the Mage’s Guild was handling the rest of it. There was no point in sticking around where I wasn’t wanted.
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        * * *

      

      I unlocked the door to my apartment and walked inside, glaring at my katana like it had abandoned me and not the other way around. I threw the suit jacket straight in the trash. It was damaged badly enough that it wasn’t worth having fixed. I could afford a new one anyhow.

      It had been almost midnight back in New York City when I left, but it was the middle of the day in Tokyo. It was still disconcerting to go from one to the other so quickly no matter how many times I rode the Rune Rail.

      Pulling open my cabinets I found my package of Oreos and a bottle of sake. It was an expensive bottle I’d planned on sharing with Beckett if things went well, which looking back, was disgustingly sentimental. I barely even knew the woman, as made clear by tonight’s fiasco.

      I yanked open the packaging on the Oreos and stuffed one in my mouth as I poured myself a small cup of sake.

      I held up the cup, toasting the midday sun shining through my window. “To never dating anyone ever again. Kanpai.”
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        Want to know more about the world? Or see what happens when Logan Blackwell is forced to work with a partner?

      

        

      
        Keep reading in Book 1 of the Chaos Mages Series - Stolen Trinkets.

      

        

      
        Sign up for the Newsletter and join the Facebook Group to hear about all new releases (and the shenanigans)!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Notes from the Author

      

      

      
        
        I had a blast writing this short story. It’s only a teaser of a big, crazy, magical world. It’s super hard to balance a good short story with lots of world building, so here is a little bit of an explanation of what to expect:

      

        

      
        The Chaos Mages universe is set in the present day…but with a few differences. For one, the supernatural is known, as you could tell from this short story. Mages, shifters, humans, and all the rest of them live side by side and deal with all the issues that creates.

      

        

      
        Magic and technology are also combined into what we call runetech. The Rune Rail, while not discussed much here, is a big part of the series, and is also one of my favorite parts of the world. It is a magical transportation system that leads to and from Moira, a city only accessible by magical races that isn’t exactly on earth. Book 3, Valhalla Beckons, is going to dig into what exactly Moira is, something I’m looking forward to sharing very much.

      

        

      
        Blackwell works with the IMIB, a sort of magical police force, that deals with cases the human police can’t handle. His job is his life, and he is their most effective detective.

      

        

      
        I hope you’ll join us in reading as Blackwell destroys more cities saves the day, over and over again! All in the line of duty, of course.

      

        

      
        A mage’s work is never done. ;)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You can read the first three chapters of Stolen Trinkets on my website at https://alexsteele.net/home/stolen-trinkets-preview/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Make a Difference

          

        

      

    

    
      Reviews are very important and sometimes hard for an independently published author to get. A big publisher has a massive advertising budget and can send out hundreds of review copies.

      Leaving an honest review helps me tremendously. It shows other readers why they should give me a try. It also helps motivate me to write the next book even faster!

      If you’ve enjoyed reading this book, I would appreciate, very much, if you took the time to leave a review. Whether you write one sentence, or three paragraphs, it’s equally helpful.

      Thank you! :)

      P.S. Join the Facebook group and chat all about the Chaos Mages. I really enjoy the conversations, and sometimes it sparks new ideas/ ways to put Blackwell in peril.

      P.S.S. Check out my recommendations at the back of the book for more awesome stories.

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/thechaosmages

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The True Chaos Mages

      

      

      

      A big thank you to my ART (Advanced Reader Team) AKA Berserker Reader Team. I love these people! They continue to be so very helpful in providing quality, and helpful advice.

      
        
        Denise King, Karen Hollyhead, Larry Diaz “Deathtini” Tushman, Laura Cadger Rogers, Liz Christensen, Rob Hill, Samantha Rooney, Tami Cowles, Terri Adkisson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Follow Me

      

      

      

      Thank you so much for buying my book. I really hope you have enjoyed reading the story as much as I did writing it. Being an author is not an easy task, so your support means a lot to me. I do my best to make sure books come out error free. However, if you found any errors, please feel free to reach out to me so I can correct them!

      If you loved this book, the best way to find out about new releases and updates is to join my Facebook group, The Chaos Mages. Retailers do a very poor job about notifying readers of new book releases. Joining the group can be an alternative to newsletters if you feel your inbox is getting a little crowded. Both options, and Goodreads, are linked below. :)

      
        
        Facebook Group:

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/thechaosmages

        Newsletter:

        https://alexsteele.net/#Follow-Me

        Goodreads:

        http://goodreads.com/alex_steele

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex Steele is the brainchild of husband and wife team Alex and Stephanie. The persona you see online from Alex Steele is all Alex, but you can find his wife on social media as Stephanie Foxe.

      Alex got his itch for writing after Stephanie began to write and publish her series. Previously, he’d never read books (I know crazy, right?). He immersed himself in countless hours of research to better help his wife succeed. It was during that time that he began reading dozens of books and thought, “Hey! Maybe I can do this writing thing too.” It turns out writing is hard (who knew?).

      What he did learn is that he could outline stories reasonably well and that Stephanie enjoyed writing his ideas. So, Alex Steele was born: Alex comes up with the overall concept, and Stephanie writes it. Alex then reviews it and makes edits. We pass that work on to an editor, then finally to ART (Advanced Reader Team).

      We hope you enjoy reading the stories as much as we enjoyed writing them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recommendations from Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Misfit Pack is the first book in a new series by Stephanie Foxe. Who, if you don’t know, is Alex’s wife. She is also basically the one that writes The Chaos Mages, it’s just Alex’s idea and she works super closely with him on it.–

      

      

      A redhead with a drawl, a lawyer with pink hair, and a homeless seventeen year old have no business forming a pack.

      

      In a world where magic is commonplace, and your neighbor is just as likely to be an elf as a troll, three humans are unwillingly changed into werewolves.

      

      Unprepared and unwanted.

      

      The pack may have chosen Amber as their Alpha, but that’s not a title she is supposed to have. In order to be legally recognized as an Alpha she must pass the Trials, and it won’t be easy. If she fails, her pack will be disbanded and forced into a halfway house for bitten werewolves, aka The System.

      

      But the pack needs a sponsor in order to even enter the Trials.

      

      With everything to lose, the brand new pack must learn to work together before it’s too late.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Witch’s Bite Series is a complete series by Stephanie that follows Olivia Carter –

      

        

      
        We all have our secrets. Mine involves a felony record, illegal potions, and magi–well...the last one could get me killed.

      

        

      
        I've been living in a small town working for the vampires for the last six months. All I want is to save up enough to open an apothecary, so I don't have to heal the neckers anymore.

      

        

      
        Of course, nothing in my life can be that simple.

      

        

      
        Two detectives show up at my door asking questions about a dead girl and trying to pin the murder on my employer. Next thing I know, I'm dodging fireballs in parking lots.

      

        

      
        The police and the witches want me to roll over on the vampires. The only problem is, I'm almost certain they didn't kill the girl. Although, my best friend and favorite vampire has been missing and won't answer my calls.

      

        

      
        Time is running out for me to save my paycheck... and do the right thing or whatever.

      

      

      
        
        www.AlexSteele.net

        www.StephanieFoxe.com
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